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Uncorrupted Officials, Collaborators, and
the Yellow River: The Art of Governance
in The Travels of Lao Can

(Abstract)

Hsu Huilin

Labelled as the “novel of denunciation” since the early twentieth century, Liu E’s
The Travels of Lao Can is famous for its condemnation of “uncorrupted officials,”
or gingguan, who did not tolerate bribery but who, nevertheless, pursued official
prestige at the expense of the people. This novel, however, curiously begins with the
fables about the governance of the Yellow River and a defence for Qing collaborators,
or hanjian. What is the aim of such a narrative design? And in what sense is such
design meaningful to our understanding of Liu E the author and the novel itself ? This
study shows that the Yellow River floods since the mid-nineteenth century not only
reshaped the landscape of northern China, but also helped frame the way Liu E, a
river engineer and a novelist, looked at his world. The novel’s criticism of ginguan,
Liu E’s frustration in serving as comprador and his infamy as a hanjian should be
understood in terms of their relation to the Yellow River floods, and Liu E’s hydraulic
approach in flooding control.
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