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Preface

JAMES M . HARGETT (8% )

Xu Mengxia's father, Professor Xu Yongming
(Zhejiang University ), is a dear old friend of mine. I am
honored to contribute a preface to this joint publication of
his daughter Mengxia's two books. When I initially
thought about what I might say in my preface, the first
thing that came to mind was Mengxia's educational experi-
ences in China and the United States and how they relate to
bridges .

Everyone knows that bridges are man-made structures
built over rivers , railroads , and highways, and their main
purpose is to provide a convenient way for pedestrians and
vehicles to get across . In other words, bridges serve as
connectors or conduits designed to help move people and
goods over obstacles . But in addition to the kinds of bridg-
es just described, one also sometimes hears about bridges
between cultures . In this usage, the word “bridge” is of
course employed in a figurative rather than literal sense.
But what does “bridge” really mean when used in reference

to cultures?
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Now a brief digression: When I was about five years
old and living with my family in Brooklyn (a section of
New York City), my parents announced one day that our
family would be moving soon to a place called Taiwan . My
father had landed a good job there as a road engineer. Of
course , at the time I had no idea where Taiwan was located
or what would happen to me after we arrived there. Nu-
merous questions raced through my mind: Where would I
go to school? Would I make friends there? Well , to make a
long story very short, we moved to Taiwan and remained
there for almost ten years . The adjustment to life in Tai-
wan was difficult for everyone in my family , especially my
mother . Her main worry was me because my father insis-
ted that I attend a “local Chinese school” rather than an
“international school.” At first, being the only non-Chi-
nese student in the entire school was extremely difficult .
Eventually , though, I was accepted by just about everyone
in the school and in fact spent many happy years there.
And it was at this same school that my own personal
“bridge” between Chinese and American culture was
formed . It not only has remained with me throughout my
life , but has also provided me with a rich and rewarding ca-
reer as a university professor specializing in China . I have
taught the Chinese language to Americans for over twenty
years now, and still enjoy it tremendously. In a way,

then, I have managed built quite a few “bridges” between
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my two homelands . I will build more “bridges” in class to-
MOrrows:+

Clearly , Xu Mengxia is an extremely bright and tal-
ented young person. To have published not one, but two
books at such a young age is truly a remarkable achieve-
ment . In light of our earlier discussion of “bridges ,” how-
ever , Mengxia is also extremely fortunate , for—like me—
she has had an opportunity to experience life and education
in two very different cultures . Of course, this would never
have been possible without the opportunity her parents .
But this is what parents are supposed to do—provide op-
portunities for their children. I would argue, however,
that it is especially essential that we have even more
“bridge builders” today than back in the 1960s when I was
growing up in Taiwan . I say this for the simple reason that
there 1s still a huge gap of ignorance and misunderstanding
between China and the United States . “Bridge builders”
are desperately needed to help eliminate ignorance and en-
hance understanding . The key to having better “bridge
builders” in the future is education ; more specifically , hav-
ing more young Chinese people like Xu Mengxia attend
school for a year or two in the United States , and sending
more American kids off to China for a study abroad experi-
ence. I hope many parents in China will be inspired by
Mengxia's experiences and perhaps think of ways to have

their children visit and study in the United States . Those




of us who teach Chinese in the United States will also con-
tinue to promote international education and “bridge build-
ing” . Xu Mengxia and her parents are an inspiration to us
all . With the publication of these two fascinating books she
has gotten off to a terrific start. But her work as a “bridge
builder” has just begun.
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