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Why Need We Study Dizi Gui?

Dizi Gui, or “Guidelines for Children”, a primer formerly popular
in China for making young people into proper Chinese gentlemen
nowadays seems to be popularly read again. What’s the reason? And
why need we study it? What do these old precepts from the bygone days
of Imperial China have to do with us? Well, there are two main reasons:
learning about the Chinese intellectual heritage, and helping us live a
happy and successful life.

First, learning about the Chinese intellectual heritage: a very
important part of the Chinese heritage is in the intellectual sphere; our
forefathers have made remarkable contributions to the realm of thought
and philosophy, including the discourse on perennial questions facing
the great thinkers throughout world history. Questions such as “What
is the good life?” and “What makes a good man?” have been answered
with some very unique Chinese answers. Dizi Gui is a succinct summary
of much of that traditional thought and philosophy. Used in traditional
China for raising young people into gentlemen, today Dizi Gui offers a
good introduction to the world of traditional Chinese thought. The text
is a rich repository of Chinese philosophy, values, mores and norms.
Studying Dizi Gui enables us to learn about the Chinese intellectual
heritage. Moreover, the moral precepts and standards taught in Dizi Gui
are universally applicable and, since they are not based on any particular
religious doctrine, are compatible with any religion. So, everyone,
regardless of ethnicity or religious faith, not just Chinese, can and should
profit from studying this book.

The second reason for studying Dizi Gui is that, as previous
mentioned, doing so will help us live a happy and successful life. The
precepts, values, and norms taught in Dizi Gui are still suitable for us



today. In fact, I discovered Dizi Gui in 1980’s. I read it and I went, “Wow!
This is exactly what my kids need! This is what I’ve gotta teach them!”
They were newborn, five and seven then.

However, to teach my North American-born kids | had to translate
the work myself, write the Cantonese pronunciation in English next to
the Chinese words so my kids can recite the Chinese, and with scissors
and much photocopying create my own bilingual textbooks. My 4 little
ones have all been good as children, they have grown up to be pretty
nice people, and, I risk sounding like a cocky parent but I have to put
this in: they all got into good colleges —McGill, Harvard, and two in
Stanford. And I credit a lot of it to Dizi Gui. I think studying it has not
only given them a moral mooring, but has also given them a sense of
pride and identity in their Chinese heritage, a quiet self esteem and self
confidence that drives them to always do their best, and an inner strength
that helps them overcome setbacks and adversity.

A great world event is taking place: the Chinese Cultural
Renaissance. The revival of Dizi Gui is merely part of this great event.
We are at the very beginnings of a several-hundred-year long Chinese
Cultural Renaissance. Just as in the West’s Renaissance, old culture that
has been shunned and forgotten will be rediscovered and synthesized
with modern life, giving rise to a new and much more advanced culture,
Also, just as has happened with the West, the resultant new culture will
belong not only to China, but also to the whole world.
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A Chinese scholar in North America
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Preface

Many of you will probably wonder what Guidelines for Children
is all about. What is in this book that made it so important in ancient
China? Can it still be relevant today? Does the translation keep the
original content and style? If we read it, what influence will it have on
our present society? The following tries to seek the answers.

Guidelines for Children (Dizi Gui) is one of the most popular
primers in China, written by Li Yuxiu in the Qing Dynasty during the
reign of the Kangxi Emperor (1661—1722). It is based on the ancient
teaching of the Chinese philosopher Confucius that emphasizes the basic
requisites for being a good person and guidelines for living in harmony
with people. The book consists of 7 parts relying on what Confucius had
said in Analects of Confucius (Lun yu), Chapter 6, Book 1:

“All children must first learn to be dutiful to their parents, and be
respectful and loving to their siblings. Next they must be trustworthy,
be cautious with all people, matters and things in daily life. They must
learn from the virtuous and put what they have learned into practice.
Love people equally and be close to high-minded people. When all the
above have been accomplished, they should then do further study and
learn literature and art.”

From the above it can be found that what the book talks about is
Chinese philosophy, values, mores and norms. Even though these are
unique to the Chinese culture, they can be universally applicable in other
countries in the world. As Mr. Feng Xinming has said, “the Chinese
cultural heritage is more than just kungfu, Chinese food, Chinese
dress, or Chinese paintings. Even more important, Chinese culture also
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includes an intellectual heritage thousands of years old, an intellectual
heritage of thought, philosophy, norms and mores.” The thought,
philosophy, norms and mores which were formed thousands of years ago
still make up the main domain of Chinese culture and are regarded as the
root of it. They are not only compatible with but also conducive to our
modern society. So it is of great significance to introduce this book to the
western readers and share with them the essence of human civilization.

By reading, you can find that the original Chinese text was written
in three-character verses, a special poetic form. The translation of it in
some sense is the translation of poetry, which is considered, by many,
to be the hardest nut to crack. Hard as it is, it is still worth trying and
trying well. For the American translation researcher Eugene Nida holds
that “things that could be expressed in one language could also be
said in another”. Poetic languages of various cultures, though slightly
different from languages of daily use, still have things in common. And
rich historical evidence has already proved that poems can not only be
translated, but also translated well. With this faith, the Chinese version
is translated in three-word English verses as a correspondence to the
Chinese three-character ones without the loss of message. Moreover, for
the sake of smooth reading the English version is also creatively written
with a rhyme scheme of aabb, though different in sound values but
faithful in musicality.

As it is said in this book that all humankind are sheltered by the
same sky and live on the same planet, so there must exist things
in common for people in this world though they have different
backgrounds. People in the west may not have such a book called Dizi
Gui, but they share the same norms, mores and spirit. And these norms,
mores and spirit are most often reflected in the old sayings people use.
As Francis Bacon said, “Genius wit and spirit of a nation are discovered
by their proverbs.” So the translator has given 90 English proverbs with



corresponding meaning to the 90 Chinese stanzas for the purpose of easy
understanding. Furthermore, to arouse the interest of both Chinese and
English readers, 90 pictures are drawn and tagged to each stanza. The
pictures here do not only serve for ornament of the book but also act as
an “Esperanto”, a universal language which needs no translating.

Lastly, it is sincerely hoped that, with this book, more English
readers will know what Chinese Dizi Gui is all about and have better
understanding on Chinese culture; and with this book, more translators
will join us in the translation of Chinese and English classics to make
the marrow of human knowledge, the essence of human wisdom shared

Mar, 11th, 2016
Enshi, China

by people all over the world.
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