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Intensive Reading

Passage 1
The Living Present
By Li Dazha

Of all things in the world, I think, the present is the most precious, and also the most apt
to slip through our fingers. We, therefore, treasure it all the more because of its transience®.

Why is the present so precious? The following quotation from the philosopher Emerson
best serves for an answer: “Make use of time if'you love eternity®; yesterday cannot be re-
called; tomorrow cannot be assured; only today is yours. One today is worth two tomor-
rows.”

Why is the present so easily lost? Because the universe as well as human life is chang-
ing, non-stop all the time. Time never tarries® us a bit longer just because we treasure and
love it. It is hard to tell which moment in the ups and downs of life is our present or now.
What we call our present or now at one moment will at the next be quickly gone and become
the past. Isn’t it a pity to unthinkingly idle away the present?

Some philosophers say that we have the past and the future, but no present. Others say
that the present is inclusive of the past and the future. I, however, incline towards the latter
view because the present is where all the past empties itself or, in other words, where lies
hidden the entire legacy of the past. The prevailing thought of any age does not come into
being all by itself. It is the synthesis@ of the popular thoughts of numerous previous ages or
probably of all the past. The rippling sound stirred up by a pebble thrown into the current of
the times will keep spreading forever. Li Sao®, authored by Qu Yuan, will continue to touch
a deep chord in the heart of every reader through all ages. The lethal® shot that hit Abraham
Lincoln’s head will keep echoing through all lands and all eternity. The changes of each age,

instead of becoming extinct, will pass on to the next. The process will go on endlessly to
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form an eternal link in the world. The events of yesterday and today will combine to form
several complicated events which will in turn combine with those of tomorrow to form sev-
eral new complicated events. Thus one influence combines with another; one problem gives
rise to another. The infinite past results in the present, and the infinite future results from the
present. It is the present that serves as a connecting link between the past and the future to
bring about continuity, eternity and a boundless big whole. Ring the bell of the present, and
you will hear the distant echoes of the infinite past and future. That accounts for the fact
that the present is inclusive of the past and the future and that the living present is the most
precious. .

Nowadays two kinds of people don’t know how to care for the present. One kind is sick
of the present; the other is crazy about it.

Among those who are sick of the present, some are so dissatisfied with everything of to-
day that they become nostalgic® about yesterday. To them, things nowadays, including poli-
tics, law, morality and social customs, are all inferior to those in the past. They place their only
hope on turning the clock back to days of old. They throw themselves heart and soul into the
back-to-the-ancients® campaign. Some, though also dissatisfied with everything of today like
those mentioned above, long for the future instead of the past so much so that they abandon
themselves to dreams and fantasies and even give up many things that can be achieved right
now through their own efforts. People of these two categories hinder social progress instead of
furthering it.

People who are crazy about the present are generally apathetic® and lack high aspira-
tions?. They see nothing wrong in the present. Complacent® about their present circumstances,
they feel no need for progress or creation. Such people abuse the present and stem the tide of
progress. There is no difference at all between them and those who are sick of the present.

It is common among human beings to be discontented with the present. They usually
dream of something that has not yet come into being with fantasies about its being extremely
agreeable and beneficial. But, once that something has become a reality, they call it just so-so
and then fall into despair and grow weary of the present. Or they may feel a new environment
rather unimpressive, but once things have changed, they begin to think well of it and recall it
with tenderness. The former case has to do with future expectations, and the latter with past
memories. However, given a combination of the two cases, dissatisfaction with the present
will become a great moving force of social development. Being content with things as they are

nostalgic FIHAY
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is a kind of inertia®. We need to understand that the present is precious not because it can al-
low us to idle about in the midst of comfort and pleasure, but because it offers us an opportu-
nity to strive to create the future.

Those keen on returning to the past keep telling us how dark and vile® the status is and
what serious wickedness and heavy misfortune it brings. They should understand, however,
that what they speak of, if true, is a long-standing inheritance from the past, definitely not a
product of today. It is utterly wrong to attribute it all to the present. The only way to change
the status quo® is to strive to create the future, not to attempt to revive the past.

Now let me sum yp briefly as follows:

We should not let the present slip away idly, being displeased with it and lost in past
memories and future dreams. Nor should we rest content with the present and thus make ab-
solutely no efforts to achieve future development. Let’s make the best of today so as to create
tomorrow. Our deeds of today, good or bad, will have an everlasting impact on the future. It is
therefore our duty to keep up with the trend of the times and strive for the well-being of futire
generations.

HNotes
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Exercises

A. Match the words in Column A with their definitions in-Cqumn B.

Column A Column B

1. transience a. something you hope to achieve
2. treasure b. no longer exist.

3. prevail c. lasting only for a short time

4, lethal d. cherish

5. extinct e. resound

6. echo f. able to cause death

7. infinite g. happiness, a pleasant situation
8. aspirations h. main, popular

9. fantasy i. no limit, boundless

10. misfortune j. disaster, something unlucky

B. Translate the following passage into Chinese.

Of all things in the world, | think, the present is the most precious, and also the most
apt to slip through our fingers. We, therefore, treasure it all the more because of its tran-
sience.

Why is the present so precious? The following quotation from the philosopher Emerson
best serves for an answer: “Make use of time if you love eternity; yesterday cannot be re-
called; tomorrow cannot be assured; only today is yours. One today is worth two tomor-

rows.”



Passage 2

The Spirit of the English Nation

By Matthew Arnold

What are the essential characteristics of the spirit of our nation? Not, certainly, an open
and clear mind, not a quick and flexible intelligence. Our greatest admirers would not claim
that we have this in a great degree. They might say that we had more of that; but they would
not assert them to be our essential characteristics. They would rather allege® our chief spiri-
tual characteristics are energy and honesty. And, if we are judged favorably and positively, not
jealously and negatively, our chief characteristics are no doubt these: energy and honesty, not
an open and clear mind, not a quick and flexible intelligence. Everybody will feel that open-
ness of mind and flexibility of intelligence are very signal characteristics of the Athenian®
people in ancient times. Openness of mind and flexibility of intelligence are remarkable char-
acteristics of the French people in modern times. I will not now ask what more the Athenian or
the French spirit has than this. Nor what shortcomings either of them may have. All I want
now to point out is that they have this, and that we have it in a much lesser degree. Let me re-
mark, however, that not only in the moral sphere®, but also in the intellectual and spiritual
sphere, energy and honesty are most important and fruitful qualities; that, for instance, of what
we call genius, energy is the most essential part. So, by assigning to a nation energy and hon-
esty as its chief and great spiritual characteristics, openness of mind and flexibility of intelli-
gence relegate® its importance and its power with effect from the intellectual to the moral
sphere. We only indicate its probable special line of successful activity in the intellectual
sphere, and, it is true, certain imperfections and failings to which, in this sphere, it will always
be subject. Genius is mainly an affair of energy, and poetry is mainly an affair of genius;
therefore a nation whose spirit is characterized by energy may well be great in poetry; —and
we have Shakespeare. Again, the highest reach of science is, one may say, an inventive power,
a faculty of divination®, similar to the highest power exercised in poetry. Therefore a nation
whose spirit is characterized by energy may well be great in science; —and we have Newton.
Shakespeare and Newton: in the intellectual sphere there can be no higher names. And what
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the energy, which is the life of genius, above everything demands and insists upon, is freedom;
entire independence of all authority, prescription®, and routine—the fullest room to expand as
it will. Therefore, a nation whose chief spiritual characteristic is energy will not be very apt to
set up intellectual matters, a fixed standard, an authority, like an academy. By this it certainly
escapes certain real inconveniences and dangers, and it can, at the same time, reach undeniably
splendid heights in poetry and science. On the other hand, some of the requisites of intellectual
work are specially the affair of quickness of mind and flexibility of intelligence. The form, the
method of evolution, the proportions, the relations of the parts to the whole and intellectual
work depend mainly upon them. Even in poetry these requisites are very important; and the
poetry of a nation, not great for the gifts on which they depend, will, more or less, suffer by
this shortcoming. In poetry, however, they are, after all, secondary, and energy is the first
thing; but in prose® they are of first-rate importance. In its prose literature, therefore, and in
the routine of intellectual work generally, a nation with no particular gifts for these will not be
so successful. These are what can to a certain degree be learned and appropriated®, while the
free activity of genius cannot. Academies consecrate® and maintain them, and therefore, a
nation with a turn for them naturally establishes academies. So far as routine and authority
tend to embarrass energy and inventive genius, academies may be said to be obstructive® to
energy and inventive genius, and to this extent, to the human spirit’s general advance. But then
this evil is so much compensated by the propagation@),-on a large scale, of the mental aptitudes
and demands which an open mind and a flexible intelligence naturally engender, genius itself,
in the long run, so greatly finds its account in this propagation. And bodies like the French
Academy have such power for promoting it, that the general advance of the human spirit is,
perhaps, on the whole, rather furthered than impeded by their existence.

How much greater is our nation in poetry than in prose! How much better, in general,
do the productions of its spirit show in the qualities of genius than in the qualities of intelli-
gence! One may constantly remark this in the work of individuals; how much more striking,
in general, does any Englishman—of some vigor of mind, but by no means a poet—seem in
his verse® than in his prose! His verse partly suffers from his not being really a poet, partly,
no doubt, from the very same defects which impair his prose, and he cannot express himself
with thorough success in it. But how much more powerful a personage does he appear in it,
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by dint of® feeling, and of originality and movement of ideas, than when he is writing prose! -
With a Frenchman of like stamp it is just the reverse: set him to write poetry, he is limited,
artificial, and weak; set him to write prose, he is free, natural and effective. The power of
French literature is in its prose—writers, the power of English literature is in its poets.

Hotes
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