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Preface

This book is based on our experience of teaching, for five years as of now,
the course of classical Chinese culture in the Core Curriculum at the City
University of New York-Brooklyn College.

In the past several decades, the basic core curriculum of classical culture
had only focused on ancient Greek philosophy and literature, requiring students
to read texts by Homer, Aeschylus, Aristophanes, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle
and other ancient Greek cultural giants, to the exclusion of other ancient
civilizations, such as India and China. We are glad that recent addition of
classical Chinese culture to the curriculum provides our students opportunities to
learn about other great civilizations.

Prior to taking the course of Classical Chinese culture, most students knew
little about the Chinese cultural tradition. After a semester’s close reading of
selected classical Chinese works with us, however, students gained a good
understanding of major philosophical ideas of Confucianism, Taoism or
Buddhism, and of stylistic features of Chinese literary works. The majority of
students are able to recognize philosophical inclinations in classical works of
China. Students report that the course has opened another window for them to
look into a new world.

The chapters in this book are a just summary of what we have designed and
effectively practiced to be a new methodology of teaching classical Chinese
culture to American college students. First, the authors redesign the curriculum
by presenting the most essential writings of the Chinese worldview at the
beginning of the semester, such as the Book of Changes that was said to have
existed during the establishment of the Zhou Dynasty in 1046 BC, rather than
starting with the books by Confucius and other great thinkers (around 550 BC)
as is the case with many traditional approaches for such courses. The benefit of

our approach is to expose students to the very foundation and the real “roots” of
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the Chinese thought, which branched five hundred years later into various
schools of thought during Confucius’ time, starting a splendid period of vibrant
intellectual flourishing.

Additional contributions of this pedagogy are our multiple heuristic
approaches in teaching Chinese classical philosophy and literature, along the
principle of student-centered communication in an intercultural context. For
instance, in teaching Daoist thought, the instructor solicits commonly-used
phrases in English from students to show the universality of dialectical Daoist
thinking, such as “every coin has two sides; what goes up, comes down,” to
establish connections between students’ existing knowledge with the unknown
field.

The book should be treated as a new pedagogy for teaching the course of
classical Chinese culture. Each chapter focuses on a particular topic of classical
philosophy or literature of China and each is designed in three major sections of
“interpretation, teaching approach and student comment. ” The “interpretation”
part is our reading of the topic, with the “teaching approach” being the method
specifically devised for teaching that part of the course content, and the
“student comments” as written reports by students on the topic.

We want to add a special note here: The section of “student comments”
contains a special cognitive value in this book, as these comments exhibit
excellent skills of analytical thinking and comprehension of Brooklyn College
students in studying a foreign culture.

Student’s thoughtful writings also reveal two other important dimensions:
first, the classical Chinese culture has a universal appeal; great philosophical
and literary works of ancient China are able to travel beyond geographical,
historical and cultural barriers, and deeply touch the minds and hearts of
American college students. Second, rich and profound contents of classical
Chinese culture can be conveyed to English-speaking readers, and the language
barrier does not impede understanding, appreciation and love of classical
Chinese culture in the West.

In a sense, this book is a cultural dialogue between Eastern and Western

civilizations; a dialogue between ancient Chinese philosophers and writers with
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contemporary American youth. It is also thought-provoking communication
between American students and Chinese scholars. Readers are to feel the depth,
breadth and weight of such multi-dimensional conversation. It is genuinely
rewarding to see open minded American college students, with their strong skills
of critical thinking, to have gained so much from learning about ancient Chinese
culture in just one semester. It is our hope that the learning outcomes of
American students, as presented throughout the chapters, can also inspire
Chinese students in improving their skills of critical and creative thinking.

It is even more gratifying that the final essays and papers on classical
Chinese philosophy and literature by our students also serve as a testament to the
fact that young people of the West can understand, appreciate and even love
classical Chinese culture, if they are taught with an appropriate pedagogy. What
we have been doing at CUNY -Brooklyn College gives us strong reasons to believe
that communication between cultures does promote mutual understanding,

empathy and harmony in this globalized world.

Yonggang Huang & Shuming Lu
August 15, 2014, New York City
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