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Introduction

During the past sixty years or more, great efforts have been
made by the intelligentsia in China towards the simplification of
the language, and, with the abolition of many dialects, towards
the standardization of the national tongue with the idea of a grad-
ual reduction and final disappearance of illiteracy. Much indeed
has been done, but in view of the immensity of the population
and the complexity and profundity of the language itself, even
the considerable achievement of the past decade can only be re-
garded as a first step on the long journey ahead.

First, as a prelude to this Analysis, a word must be said
about learning the language. As a result of the great demand for
knowledge of Chinese in recent years, there have been many

complaints about the difficulties non Chinese have in learning it.
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But as far as I know, Chinese students in the past have made
similar complaints about the difficulty of learning foreign langua-
ges. In fact, no language can be easy. Even English, a language
so widely used that it has assumed an international importance
nowadays, can by no means be described as easy, especially for
us Chinese. Since every living language must be growing and
changing all the time, it is difficult for anyone except an occa-
sional great poet, prosaist, dramatist or philologist to justly say
that he has a complete mastery and command of his own mother
tongue. With the ancient languages such as Greek or Latin or
Sanskrit, the case is even more burdensome. Even at the very
first, the numerous inflections of nouns, conjugations of verbs,
and, in Sanskrit, the lengthy compounds carry the student into
deep waters.

Within the Indo-European family the diverse tongues have
still somehow an affinity to each other, though there was in the
past actually no one Indo-German language in existence. In their
fundamental structure, they all have a phonetic system, a gram-
mar and a syntax, all comparable to well-hewn, well- paved
paths for travellers to follow. English and French are examples
of this; they are so similar to each other that between them there
are approximately 6, 000 words more or less alike, with only
slight differences of spelling or meaning, as they are mostly of a
common Latin origin. Naturally an Englishman can learn French
easily, and vice-versa, especially as both are popular and com-

monly used nowadays. About one hundred and thirty million
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people in the world use French as an official language, a fact
reminiscent of its glorious past when, beginning in the seven-
teenth century, it was used chiefly in the diplomatic as well as in
high cultural fields. But the tendency of the present day is more
and more towards the expansion and predominance of English.
Apart from Mandarin Chinese, English is now spoken as a first
language by more people than any other language in the world,
according to the most recent statistics.

Yet Chinese, though now used by the largest population of
the world, is still confined within the boundaries of its realm. As
opposed to any language of the Indo-European family, Chinese
has neither an alphabet nor any written grammar. In fact every-
thing about it is different. Yet no one can deny that it is a lan-
guage of high culture with a history of nearly 5,000 years, and it
is a living one still. Let us then sensibly ask: could it have lasted so
long and been so widely used if it were actually so difficult to learn?

The difficulties arise for many reasons. The problem is a
very complicated one, and in the end it is even connected with
our modern educational system in general. Usually as a second
language it is not learned in the right way. Psychologically
speaking, the difficulty is not so much with the language itself as
with our own mental attitude. We are all in a sense bound by our
prejudices and habits, and figuratively speaking, one may say
that there is scarcely anyone who can empty himself like a vessel
of its contents for the new liquid to be poured in. A child learns

things more readily than an adult because he is empty or free. If
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that upper chamber is crowded or clouded, how can light shine
upon it from outside or any ray shine forth from within?
Moreover, society in modern times has changed and life has
become much busier. We have neither the leisure nor the pa-
tience to dive deep and immerse ourselves in the cultural
atmosphere of another land, even when we have partially learned
its language; and what is learned apart from its cultural context
can easily be lost. The blissful olive tree, a gift from Athene,
begins to bear fruit only thirty years after planting, yet it yields
fruit for a hundred years before it withers away. In seeking
knowledge in general, we are nowadays often too anxious, if not
too ambitious, for its fruits; and we want to hasten the process
of acquiring it, to make it easier and more comfortable like the
commodities of our daily life. This phenomenon is explicable and
excusable because, as one of the underlying principles of our civ-
ilisation, it is our common urge to make things easier and happi-
er. But why do we want to learn a foreign language ? It is be-
cause we want to understand the other people, their living hab-
its, their mentality, their culture, all their achievements both in
the material and spiritual fields in order to march together to the
higher goals of life and eventually to create a happier world for
all. By this means we can learn and assimilate what is best in an-
other race, and when the other people are backward we may has-
ten their progress. As Sri Aurobindo once remarked in The Fu-
ture Poetry, “To know other countries is not to belittle but en-

large our own country and help it to a greater power of its own
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being”. ©OFor all this, language is of course the key. But there is
one important factor which we should never ignore — Time. Sci-
entists must often devote an entire lifetime to certain researches,
and some experiments, such as in botany, must be carried on
through generations. The same is the case with learning any for-
eign language. From the very beginning we must be prepared to
spend many years in study, possibly without thinking of reaping
the fruits, With the Chinese language that is especially true.
Another difficulty is connected with the method of teaching.
Most modern methods are successful to a large extent, but the
result is never total or complete. Nowadays a number of students
of approximately the same age gather in a classroom where the
knowledge is imparted by the instructor, using a textbook if a-
vailable. Tape recordings and films are used as an auxiliary to
lectures on general and on special subjects., The student is asked
to work a great deal by himself writing essays, doing extra read-
ing etc. Then after a certain period of time an examination is giv-
en. When that is passed, the student receives a certificate or di-
ploma and the course is ended. This is the modern democratic
way, and considering its merits in extending education to the
masses and in bringing about some sort of standardization of
learning, it is even admirable. Unfortunately it is also a bed of
Procrustes. Assuming that the professor is quite competent, his

influence inspiring, and his method of teaching ideal, a good

@ p. 328, Ashram edition, 1953,
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number of students may come up to the standard, still others
may fall below the level, and the best ones may shoot far above
the level and then not proceed farther. Experienced professors
can see that it is still a matter of firing shots at random in a cer-
tain direction, expecting that many may hit the mark, knowing
that some may fail. But they would say that there is no better
way, due to the nature of the educational institutions. In fact not
only the standardization but also the ways of examination are not
free from imperfections. But it seems that scarcely any better
way can be found, considering the simple fact that so many
students have to be taught every year.

Coming to this point one cannot keep from thinking of the
ancient Chinese way. The system of education in China in ancient
times is indeed unsuitable to our modern age, but with regard to
the teaching of its national language, the method was an excel-
lent one. This must have been true also in the ancient Graeco-
Roman world. Scholars or men of letters were too numerous to
be counted in those times when culture flourished—as there must
be periods of such flowering, whether short or long, in every dy-
nasty—but they were never. mass-produced like goods from a fac-
tory. Collectivism in a certain sense always existed, but the indi-
viduality of each person was respected. The special characteristic
is that everyone was taught individually and separately by a
teacher or several teachers successively or at the same time. It
was like exploring a foreign land unknown to the pupil but well-

known to the master, and, taken by the hand, he might proceed



