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“If I make a moral judgment about what is truth, it may lead to genocide,” said a
student in a seminar on the “Problem of Truth in History” that Professor Vera
Schwarcz taught at Wesleyan University (p. xii). The speaker, whom Schwarcz
quotes in her book Colors of Veracity: A Quest for Truth in China, and Beyond,
drew this conclusion from her reflections on the atrocities committed in Nazi
Germany but apparently failed to distinguish between truth-seeking and
single-minded ideological insistence, between morality and ideology itself. In the
words of a well-known philosopher Schwarcz also cites in the book, “Truth is
metaphysically trivial—nothing more than a device of generalizations,” and such
a view reduces all intuitive and commonsensical truthful statements to
unverifiable linguistic games (p. 4). Those of us in the teaching profession have
long been used to hearing such words from our own students: “There is nothing
really right or wrong, true or false; it’s all a matter of opinion.” These types of
comments are symptomatic of the theoretical and intellectual trends that have
prevailed during recent times, especially the past few decades, which witnessed
the rapid rise of cultural relativism and postmodernism. It is in this context, in
which truth has increasingly become an endangered species, that Schwarcz
embarks on a quest for truth or veracity, which is defined not only by verbal
accuracy but also by the sincerity and dedication of the truth-seeker, and attempts
to salvage whatever is left of it on the basis of actual human experience.

The book, therefore, is not a philosophical treatise, the kind of work that
typically involves arguments, ancient and modern, on issues such as the
correspondence theory of truth, constructive epistemology, and so on; humble
and judicious, the author does not attempt to offer an exact definition of truth on
theoretical grounds. Rather, she takes a historical and etymological approach to
both the classical Jewish textual legacy (from the Torah and the Talmud down to
the Maharal of Prague and the Sfat Emet) and Chinese traditions (as represented
by Confucius, Lao-zi, Sima Qian, Zhu Xi, etc.). She explores how these
traditions approach the difficult and complex question of veracity and compares
their approaches to the increasingly ambiguous and skeptical attitude to truth in
the modern West. A large portion of the book focuses on the contemporary period,
in particular, Chinese intellectuals’ brave endeavors to uphold historically
evidenced truth as both a warning against repeating the calamities of the recent
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past and a guide for the future. As Schwarcz notes, these endeavors are paralleled
by the efforts of writers and scholars elsewhere (notably Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn
and Vaclav Havel) to expose and denounce the crimes committed in Hitler’s
Germany, Stalin’s Russia, and Eastern European countries formerly under Soviet
control. The Chinese intellectuals, along with their counterparts in other parts of
the world that were once ruled by totalitarian regimes, are, in Schwarcz’s view,
conscientious rememberers and truth-seekers daring to speak truth to power, and
their unflinching faith in truth grounded in historical reality presents a challenge
to the skeptics in Western democracies.

Unlike the skeptics who, under the influence of the grand theories of
deconstruction and cultural relativism, doubt the existence of truth, Schwarcz
never entertains the question of whether there is truth. Rather, the book explores
the various linguistic, socio-cultural, and individualistic incarnations of truth;
hence the title Colors of Veracity. Schwarcz’s discussion is enhanced by a
comparative perspective. Etymologically considered, emet, the Hebrew word for
truth, is a synonym for God; among its multiple meanings is also the
“fountainhead of all existence,” the opposite of death (p. 24). In this context, as
Schwarcz points out, the word represents a vivifying luminosity that we are
never able to fully grasp and articulate. Similarly, dao, often translated as “the
way,” the central concept in ancient Chinese thought, refers simultaneously to the
beginning of the universe, the vital presence in everything, and the law followed
by nature and humans; nothing can be more fundamentally true than the dao. But
can we articulate it and grasp it fully? A quintessential Daoist (or Taoist) would
say, No, as does Lao-zi at the beginning of Daodejing: “The way that can be
spoken of is not the constant way” (although he goes on to speak 5,000 words
about the dao nevertheless), or, as the poet Tao Qian writes, “There is a great
truth in all of this, / but I forget the words once I try to grasp it.” Even if language
fails us as the tool of articulation, without language, we would not have been
aware of the existence of truth at all: this is the central paradox in Daoism. Like
emet, which has received numerous interpretations in Jewish hermeneutics over
thousands of years, dao has been a subject of debate in China through the ages.
Confucius, for instance, was less skeptical about language. A believer in verbal
accuracy and the precise naming of things, he dedicated himself to truthfully
recording and tactfully commenting on historical events so that they would serve
as a mirror or guide for lighting the way for later generations. Though a Quixote
during his own time, his legacy of what later Confucians termed “writing as a
conveyor of the dao” exerted a profound influence in China for over two
thousand years.

Schwarcz’s comparative perspective also demonstrates that both the Jewish
and Chinese traditions acknowledge the subjective factor—including both human
limitations and human potential—in truth itself. Truth cannot be reduced to
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scientifically verifiable objective fact; it is better termed “veracity,” a term that
also embraces the notion of truthfulness, that is, the seeker’s commitment to truth.
Some Jewish thinkers believe that there exists in each one of us a hush shel emet
(instinct for truth), which is covered by the husk of ignorance. Seeking truth
therefore requires reaching inward to break the husk, access the seed, and
cultivate one’s interior soil. The religious service of avodah was seen in
Chassidism as a process of striving for truth. “It is not only our seeking,”
Schwarcz writes, “that has to be infused with truthfulness. ‘Truth itself is an
avodah™ (p. 114). Similarly, as Schwarcz observes, zhen (true, real), cheng
(sincerity), and xin (truthfulness) are related concepts in Chinese. Truth-seeking
is inseparable from self-cultivation and self-refinement. True history is related to
the moral integrity of the historian. Schwarcz positions herself in
contradistinction to both rigid positivism and free-floating cultural relativism and
explores this shared heritage as an ancient path to veracity with its many colors.

The modern quest for truth in China proves to be a much more difficult
journey due to propaganda and information control. During the first 27 years of
the People’s Republic of China (PRC), Chairman Mao Zedong and his comrades
dismissed the traditional dao as feudal and superstitious, embraced Marxism
(domesticated as Mao Zedong Thought) as revealing the inner workings of
society, and advocated communism as the only true destiny for humanity. Thanks
to the policy of Reform and Opening introduced by the post-Mao leadership,
China has achieved a real great leap forward on the economic front, but,
politically, critical reflections not in line with the official version are labeled
“historical nihilism,” an odd term that was recently defined by a vice-president of
Peking University with all sincerity as “blindly seeking truth without a (correct)
stand.” As a result, historical amnesia has become widespread. This deplorable
state of collective memory makes a quest for truth in China today all the more
pressing and renders the efforts of those who seek the truth, including Liu Binyan,
Zhang Yihe, Yuan Weishi, Hu Jie and others that Schwarcz discusses, all the
more timely and all the more significant.

Schwarcz’s Colors of Veracity is also a deeply personal book. A Jewish girl
born in the late 1940s in communist Romania, Schwarcz was named by her
parents, both Holocaust survivors, “Vera,” a popular Russian name meaning
“faith,” with the Latin etymology meaning “true.” “During my red-scarf pioneer
days in Romania,” Vera writes, “it seemed that I was just a bit closer to our
Soviet brothers and sisters than other Jewish children from the old neighborhood
simply because I had this Russian-sounding name. My mother had hedged her
bets very carefully: If we ever got out of Romania, the idea of truth would prevail.
If we stayed behind the Iron Curtain, we might as well make ‘friends’ and act the
part of faithful followers of the regime” (p. ix). Years later, and out of Romania,
Vera became a Chinese historian and saw not only affinities between the ancient
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Jewish and Chinese traditions, but also parallels in the twentieth century between
the Holocaust and the atrocities in China. As a result, comparative history
became a major theoretical framework in her scholarly work. Eventually,
profession became vocation, and truth and faith came closer and closer as she
traced emet (truth) back to its kin emunah (faith) and as she embraced faith in
truth, however dim the light of the latter may appear in our limited vision. For
Vera Schwarcz, the quest for veracity is therefore both an interior and a
cross-cultural search for individual and human identity. Little wonder that she
finds her kindred spirits in the conscientious rememberers and truth-seekers of
contemporary China.

GUO lJian
University of Wisconsin-Whitewater
E-mail: guoj@uww.edu
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The Stranger and the Chinese Moral Imagination is an ambitious project
combining literary-political, historical, and sociological approaches in its inquiry
into the moral crisis in contemporary Chinese society. Invoking the trope of “the
stranger” in literary, visual, and artistic texts, Haiyan Lee examines the modern
Chinese social and cultural subjectivity in its historical encounters with the
stranger. A discursive space arises from such encounters, where the spotlight is
on questions of gender, class, race, ideology, politics, etc., that reveal the urgent
need to confront the moral predicament in contemporary China and that
demonstrate the meaningfulness of literature as the “final cordon sanitaire
between us and the banality of evil” (p. 302).

While vibrantly engaging with theoretical frameworks, the main body of the
discussion is centered on textual examination. Readers who expect a
philosophical or psychoanalytical elaboration on the notion of “the stranger”
might find this book disappointing. The concept of the stranger is explicated in
the “Introduction,” which takes the making of the Lei Feng Spirit as its point of
entry into a forthright criticism of the lack of “trust” between strangers in
(post)-socialist China. In contextualizing the problem in the Confucian tradition
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