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Weiming Du

Harvard University

Department of East Asian Languages and Civilizations
Harvard-Yenching Institute

In the past, I've often told Chinese scholars who reside in the United States
that while it’s admittedly important to use English for writing papers, they still
shouldn’t abandon the practice of using Chinese to write academic works. I say this
because while English is presently the most common vessel by which international
academic discourse is conveyed, as the prevalent language of Chinese culture,
Chinese is still the number one language for a billion plus readers, and often the
only language capable of engaging in certain types of academic exchange that rely
on the employment of the internal logic and linguistic customs characteristic of
the Chinese language. To a certain degree, those Chinese scholars who can only
express their views in English can’t but abandon their cultural foundation in the
process. Today, when seeing young American scholars using Chinese to write
essays, [ can’t help but feel the need to revise and augment the expectations I raised
in the past: the new generation of Chinese scholars, be they of Chinese descent or not,
should all endeavor to write academic papers in Chinese. Whritings on China and last
year’s publication of Chinese Issues in Chinese Prose both prove that this is quite possible.

If in addition to English, Chinese can become another language prevalent
in the international academic discourse, it will have profound implications for the
dialogue among the world’s civilizations. Only by such a process may the resource of
Chinese traditional culture genuinely become a resource for all of humanity, may the
dialogue between China and the West genuinely come to compliment each other’s
strengths while offsetting each other’s weaknesses. For a long time now, Westerners
have too often succumbed to this pervasive lines of thought: Since Chinese is
tremendously difficult to learn, many Westerners’ highest objective is simply
enough Chinese for a modicum of communication. Furthermore, because Chinese
characters are not phonetic, some find it impossible to write essays in Chinese, not to
mention producing an academic paper. Some teachers engaged in Chinese pedagogy
have suffered from the constraints imposed by this line of thought, teaching an
unnatural and informal classroom Chinese. Using Chinese to express complicated
thought processes simply appears to be a matter left to geniuses. But actually,
speaking and writing in Chinese can be taught and studied, as the examples from the
authors of Writings on China demonstrate.

Mastery of formal and written Chinese is extremely important, and even a
necessity in the arena of international academic discourse. Confucius once said:
“When there is a preponderance of native substance over acquired refinement, the
result will be churlishness. When there is a preponderance of acquired refinement
over native substance, the result will be pedantry.” Only a well-balanced admixture
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of these two will result in gentlemanliness. Of course this statement is not
exclusively about the relationship between linguistic form and content, however
this understanding is chief among its meanings. If an essay solely heeds content at
the expense of continually improving classical forms of expression, then it can be
relegated to the realm of vulgar literature. However, an essay that pays too much
attention to linguistic embellishments at the expense of meaning is merely flowery
language devoid of content.

The majority of the essays in Writings on China are based on serious,
on-sight investigations of Chinese society and employ lively and refreshing thinking
to encapsulate views on Chinese culture and society. As for the formal aspects of
their writings, many of these students already possess the ability to reign in their
language capabilities, utilizing a fairly formal style of modern written Chinese to
delve into academic discussion. Although there are areas where these students
rhetorical skills have not yet matured, they already possess the linguistic capacity
for acquired refinement and native substance approaching, and even arriving at, a
standard deserving of publication.

What most surprises people is that among these authors there are a few
who’ve only studied Chinese for two or three years, yet have already taken the first
steps towards a mastery of modern written Chinese. This is certainly worthy of
celebration and congratulation. Such progress would not have been possible without
the efforts of the modern Chinese language professors in Harvard University’s
Chinese Language Program over the past years.

It is an age-old tradition in Chinese culture to use different styles of speech
on different occasions and according to different needs. According to The Analects,
on formal occasions Confucius utilized the formal eloquent speech of his time,
however when conversing among his students he used an unaffected vernacular
form. Confucian theory states that one should always use natural vernacular as
one’s primary language genre, while employing a formal style in compositions
and to advance the development of the coexisting forms of commentary and
subcommentary. When Professor Yuanren Chao started the Chinese teaching at
Harvard University, he always stressed the natural flow of vernacular language as
opposed to classroom Chinese out of touch with real life. Today, teachers in the
Chinese Language Program continue upon this traditional foundation of authentic
Chinese, while diligently working on written Chinese. Professor Shengli Feng
has developed, based on prosodic grammar, a pedagogical model of written Chinese
complimented by exercises alternating between formal and informal styles, which have
some effective results. Harvard Beijing Academy (Harvard’s intensive Chinese language
summer program) has created an ideal learning environment for its own students as
well as those from Yale and other institutions. In addition to the aforementioned two
essay compilations, there has been no paucity of student essays published in Chinese
periodicals, including professional academic papers in academic journals.

No matter where the new generation of China scholars comes from, they
should all become familiar with the thinking, society, history and languages of the
East and West. Without such a background, these students truly can’t be considered
international scholars in the context of the dialogue among cultures. We hope to
cultivate the efforts of this new generation of scholars and see them persist onwards
to bear even richer fruits. Specifically, we hope that this essay compilation may
continue to be published year after year as a contribution to the cultural dialogue of
the twenty-first century. ‘
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