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- PREFACE

When this volume was beginning to take shape, I was tempted
to write a rather bragging prefatory remark about it, which, if
comes out in print, would probably be among the briefest forewords

ever created. I simply wrote:
This is a mild book about reform. Amen!

But I am sure ours is a civilization that is not likely to encour-
age writing in this way. Just as the Chinese author Lu Xun felt of
the matter seventy-four years ago, “In China there are norms for
composition (surely also for that of prefaces), and things still go in
loops. ”

But I am also sure that it doesn’t make much sense for us Chi-
nese to continue to write in the way we are doing it. I have a con-
viction that these norms must account for much of our failures and
follies in other things we do. A negative proposition of Lu Xun’s
statement would be just as true: if we ignore these norms, things in
China would cease to go in loops. It is on the basis of such an un-
derstanding that I have conceived one single purpose for this book:
Reform. In other words, Don’t write like such and such.

Writings about writing have never been lacking in this place.
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Much has been published and taught about topic and thesis, gram-
mar and structure, paragraph building and essay developing, about
purpose, audience and tone, about drafting and revising, and about
opening and ending. But what we read, in Chinese or in English as
produced around us, are little more than those backward concepts,
rigid doctrines, imposed biases and lies, boring, senseless, shame-
less, even heartless, out of laziness and confusion, selfishness and
insincerity.

Therefore I will write a different book.

But the production doesn’t seem in keeping with the ambition.
This improvisation of a book is full of commonplaces, odds and
ends, words picked up from others’ lips. Far from systematic and
satisfactory.

But you see, even as such, its contribution will be expected all
right.

Of its shortcomings I know quite well. It lacks a training pro-
gram with exercises for students. My excuse is, when reading
books on composition, readers normally skip the time-demanding
how-to parts, and few students take the trouble to do the exercises
unless required by the instructor. I hope my readers will feel like
writing for themselves when they find some interest or meet with
challenges while reading. When there’s the impulse, students will
write. I also hope that the Reader part will provide frameworks for
discussion and composition. The topics in the selections are what 1
believe as unavoidable, if not vital, for today’s Chinese intellectu-
als.

Dear readers, dear friends and students: thank you for kindly

buying this book. If you don’t judge the work as vain and void,
2



please let me know your needs and complaints, please let me share
your ideas. Composition reform is a thing worth doing, and let’s

work together to do it well.

Simon Lee
from the Foreign Language School,
Shandong University
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Part One

THE STUDY






CHAPTER 1

WHY LEARNING ENGLISH
WRITING

I write to find out what I'm thinking about.
—Edward Albee

Inside the pencil crouch words that have never been written.

—W.S. Merwin

The desire to write grows with writing.

—Erasmus

1.1 Why learning to write

Writing is the most disciplined form of thinking. It allows us to
stand back and examine our thoughts, to see if they are precise, to
see what our words really mean, to see if they stand up to our own
critical eye, make sense, will be understood by someone else.

Writing helps in more than this one way. The act of writing it-
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self generates entirely new thought that we can then further manip-
ulate.

In both ways, writing helps us solve problems.

Writing is also a learning process.

Writing can lead us to more complete knowledge about some-
thing. To create an effective piece of writing we should look at the
subject more closely and from different angles; we should know
about accepted ways of thinking about our subject and conventional
forms of handling and expressing our knowledge of it.

This is one of the most exciting things about writing: it in-
creases our awareness of the world around us.

We become wiser with writing.

We live in the world of language. We use language, and are
used in the way of language. So many forces—tradition, authority,
the multitude—are at work to make up our minds for us that we
have good reason to doubt whether we can control and use language
at all. The words we try to use or control are already so weighed
down with the meanings our society and institutions have given
them that it’s very hard to do anything other than simply accept
those meanings.

We would like to get involved in the conversation and make our
voice count. We would like to exert some control of our own instead
of accepting ready-made or hand-me-down opinions and being con-
trolled by other people’s language. To do this effectively, we write
to nurture a questioning attitude, one that probes for definitions,
explanations, proofs, assumptions. Instead of accepting things
blindly or at face value, we look at them from a variety of perspec-

tives, saying both yes and no to them, we test our wits against the
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