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Foreword

Chinese Ethnic Classics, a Promising Area:
Towards an Interactive Translating Mode on a
Symbiosis Basis

The Chinese nation, a great family with ethnic symbiosis, has
developed in its long history a glorious and magnificent culture of
pluralistic integration. Historically, on the whole, the wheat and the
rice cultures which came into being along the banks of the Yellow
River and those of the Yangtze River respectively are the terrainian
basis for the production mode and life style of the Han Chinese
people, on which they have kept enriching themselves in their
cultural connotation. The snow covered plateaus and the grasslands
in the north, which saw incessant ethnic migrations and tribal wars
in history, are the vast world where heroic epics were conceived and
breeded. And the south (a richly connotative expression in Chinese)
with its colorful basins and highlands, its rivers, lakes and coasts,
particularly the terrain ranging from the Hengduan Mountains to
the Nujiang River and the Dianchi Lake, makes up an expansive
region imbued with legends among its various ethnic peoples, who
have formed their own cultures with local features. Though all
these multifarious cultures can be categorized simply into the Han
Chinese culture located in the ancient central plains and the non-Han
Chinese culture in the border regions, which as a whole have both
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competed with and merged into each other, presenting a splendid
scene in the garden of the Chinese ethnic groups, it is, in the final
analysis, a mere continuation of the unavoidably simplistic division
of Xia (central-civilized people) and Yi (border-barbarous people) in
Chinese history.

Traditionally, “Chinese classics” has been used to refer to the
canonical cultural works written in the Han (Sinitic) script by the
Han ethnic group, and thus, synonymous with “the Han Chinese
classics”, it does not cover those cultural works written by the
Chinese peoples of non-Han ethnicity in their own various scripts,
which can be termed “the non-Han Chinese ethnic classics™ or
simply “Chinese ethnic classics”. If the former consists of the
Confucian canon represented by the Four Books and Five Classics,
the Daoist canon by the philosophical books of Laozi and Zhuangzi,
and the Buddhist canon rendered from Sanskrit into Chinese, then
the latter is the canonical works written in various ethnic scripts by
Chinese ethnic minorities such as the Manchus, the Mongol, the Hui,
and the Tibetan, including the creation myths, the three great epics
of Gesar, Manas, and Jangar, The Secret History of the Mongols,
Kutadgu Bilig, as well as other long narrative poems. On the other
hand, they share considerable common ground. For example, the
introduction of Buddhist scriptures went through the process of
rendering first from the Indian Sanskrit into the scripts used in the
Western Regions and then into the Sinitic script in the central plains
of China, and The Secret History of the Mongols underwent original
creation in a variant of the Old Uyghur script used before the
development of written Mongolian, translation into the Sinitic script,
and then invention of a new Mongol version under Khubilai Khan’s
reign, a rendering process which can be termed “textual restoration”.
From the two cases, perhaps we can reach a simple conclusion:
either the Chinese classics in the Sinitic script or the Chinese ethnic



classics, i.e. the non-Han Chinese classics in other ethnic scripts,
came into being after a complicated translating process, and under
certain conditions, they probably went through some shared regions
and were written in the same system of scripts, and therefore, the
two cultures in their intricate interaction can not be separated from
each other.

The “modern times” means, to China, mainly a period of
suffering invasions by the western powers and of the eastern
transmission of the western learning, actually a process of western
cultural infiltration. With the slow development in the semi-colonial
and semi-feudal China and its modernization movement aimed at
national independence and cultural self-strengthening, the Chinese
scholars attempted to accept and interpret the western learning, and
meanwhile, they stressed their roots in the so-called Sinology and
entrusted it the significance of inheriting the traditional Chinese
learning. Thus, on the basis of the categorization of the traditional
Chinese learning into four major branches, i.e. “textual criticism”,
“poetry and prose”, “governmental craft”, and “argumentative
philosophy”, the written literature of the Han ethnic group, mainly in
the forms of Confucian classics and historical records, poetry, fiction
and drama, was emphasized. Actually, this categorization, together
with the archeological discoveries of ancient oracle bones, bamboo
slips and silks, and bronze and stone vessels with inscriptions,
brought about fresh growth points for the Chinese scholarship in the
twentieth century, making it significant in the sense of archaeology
of knowledge. At the same time, with the discovery of the Dunhuang
manuscripts, the progress in Tibetology, Mongolian Studies, the
inception of Tujue Studies and of The Secret History of the Mongols
Studies, as well as the studies conducted on the translation and
communication of the three great epics, the concept of “Chinese
ethnic classics” was thus established firmly. Thanks to all such
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scholarly pursuits, from its very beginning or at least in early
twentieth century, it was related with the international academia
so closely that Chinese scholars had to look for a new term more
inclusive than “Sinology”, for example, “Overseas Chinese Studies”,
or “International Chinese Studies”, to cover the wide-ranging and
exuberant materials of the Chinese multi-ethnic cultural classics.
Methodologically, as the traditional Sinology has attached
importance to the Han Chinese classics and their textual annotations,
it belongs mainly to the field of philology, for what it has practiced
has been, on the basis of “Xiaoxue” (an ancient Chinese subject
of phonology, script, and exegesis, and in this sense, a counterpart
to “Classics™ in the west, which concerns the ancient Greek and
Roman literature), explaining and annotating the Han Chinese
classics. By contrast, the new scholarly efforts for the study of the
Chinese ethnic classics require a solid foundation in ethnology,
and considering the origin of the written literatures in oral literary
traditions, special emphasis should be laid on anthropological
fieldwork and folkloric studies. Their achievements, together
with the unearthed materials by archeological excavation, can
provide evidences for dual verification, and further, if the relevant
achievements of those disciplines on an international scale can
be adopted, then we can bring into practice the triple verification
conceived by Wang Guowei. In this sense, the Chinese ethnic
classics constitute a converging area where ethnology, classical
studies, and translation studies are conducted on an integrated basis,
and therefore, absence of anyone of the three would make Chinese
ethnic classics studies incomplete, that is, impossible to put it into
practice and bring it to completion. In this respect, when comparing
the Han Chinese classics and the non-Han Chinese classics, we can
find between them there are four developmental gaps: the time and
era when they were produced in terms of dynasty, calendar, etc; the



civilization and culture they represent; the literary and textual forms
of poetry, fiction, etc; the spreading range indicated by the fact that
the Han Chinese classics have been translated more frequently and
communicated more widely than the non-Han Chinese classics. Of
course, all these gaps are relative, and it is necessary to recognize
them. That will lay the foundation for our considerations of the
multiple calendars and recorded continuations, for our explorations
into the human civilization history and the possibility of rearranging
various civilization forms in their logical order, for our practicing of
knowledge archaeology to seek the kaleidoscopic factors giving birth
to literature, and for our tracing of the basic clues for the translation
mechanism underlying reshaping classics and re-canonization of
them. And at any rate, these four aspects and levels can not be separated
entirely from one another, but rather they operate as a whole
mechanism for information treatment in a mutually enhancing way.
Meanwhile, when we follow the path of history and re-inspect
the footsteps of those predecessor-scholars, we find that in modern
times, they accomplished three strides: the first was the collection
and research of folklores (particularly folk songs) after the 1919
May Fourth Movement and in the Southwest Associated University
period (1938-1946); then the rearrangement and translation of
the Chinese ethnic literature and folklores in 1950s-60s after the
founding of the People’s Republic of China; and the third, the
Chinese ethnic classics re-construction and translation project
carried out in the new period after China introduced the reform and
opening policy in 1978. This review not only sets before us a new
task of inheriting the tradition established by our predecessors and
thereby of making fresh progresses by strengthening professional
training for mastering advanced expertise and methods to conduct
specialized research, but also requires us to stand from the very
beginning at the height of International Chinese Studies, and with an
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international vision, to view issues and tendencies in our whole map.
Only in this way can we possess detailed information and master the
area, to expand and deepen our research efforts in Chinese ethnic
classics translation and its studies, and to transcend our predecessors
and enter the research fronts at home and abroad, thus making new
contributions to the cultural rejuvenation of the Chinese nation,
In this respect, we have taken a new look at the achievements and
deviations of the tradition the May Fourth Movement set up, and
had a deep understanding of the social changes of China in modern
times and the dynamics driving them. What brought about those
changes is that after the Revolution of 1911, pioneers with lofty
ideals in China began turning their eyes to the substrata and the
grassroots, and kept going downwards to the public and getting
close to the national reality in their pursuit of the truth for saving the
nation. When we, taking the same point of view, examine the current
translation conditions and the concrete tasks before us in translating
Chinese ethnic classics, we find that here in this area are not only
displayed the unique national character and national spirit, but also
embodied the modern consciousness and the post-modern academic
trends and values.

All our efforts, of course, are based on translating, and aim at
the construction of translation studies as a discipline. Therefore, one
of our fundamental tasks at present is collection of data in a wide
range and their philological interpretation for different purposes.
As suggested by Chen Yinque, who was nurtured in the European
tradition of philology and well trained in specialized analysis method
during his study in Europe in early 1910s, without new data and new
discoveries, all academic thinking would be nothing but a castle in
the air, or vain armchair planning. The literature in our possession is
not something always closed, ossified, or unchangeable; rather, it is
the living fossil to be examined by the specialized, project-relevant,



and forefront vision. Either special topic research or special subject
history research is a possibility, while modeled research provides
another possibility, yet abstract and speculative. For example, as
far as the three great epics are concerned, any one of them makes
a unique case for study. With regard to Gesar, the relevance and
relation between Tibetology and the Mongolian Studies on the
question of its origin, the opportunity for and the process of its
rendering from the overseas version into the Sinitic version to have
produced influence, and the possibility of re-translating its synthetic
Sinitic version into foreign languages, all these do not necessarily
apply to the cases of Jangar and Manas. Similarly, in the backdrop
of the historical trend towards reunification of the Chinese nation,
with the glorious reminiscence of the Yuan Dynasty, the creation
process of The Secret History of the Mongols and the relevant
theoretical hypothesis of “textual restoration™ are also unique and
can not be replicated. Therefore, the success in seeking a common
model for their research, though necessary, or even possible in
theory, is not always guaranteed.

However, we firmly believe that so long as we stick to our
foothold steadily and keep exploring unremittingly in the right
direction, it is possible for us to find some regularity someday,
which may deserve to be called a “model”. For example, with
regard to the translation of the three great epics, particularly the
model and ideal pattern for translating living epics, when we have
conducted focused research of Gesar and Manas, so that they can be
connected with Jangar as a whole, then we will have found a basic,
if not mature, theory on the translation of China’s living epics. It
will not only change our theoretical knowledge of translation in the
traditional sense and thereby renew our translation theory, but also
clarify the difference between “source text” and “original text”, the
link between the epic itself and its variants, and the rules over “inter-
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