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Writing to Convey Truth

Shengli Feng Yu Feng
Harvard-Beijing Academy

All the essays collected in this book were composed by American
college students.

It is not rare for foreign students to write in Chinese, but these
essays aren’t simply character exercises, mundane passages on daily life,
nor family correspondence. These students have written authentic essays
presenting their opinions, analysis and feelings on issues concerning China,
including various aspects of its economy, history, culture, foklore,
tradition and modernization, for a symposium organized by Harvard-Beijing
Academy with American students participating from various summer
programs in Beijing. Although the content of these essays is limited in
scope, they are truly worthy of praise.

The essays comprising this book were selected as the best among
190 contesting papers. We can therefore assert this book to represent:
“A Compilation of the Best Academic Papers Written in Chinese by
American College Students in 2005” . This compilation is perhaps the first
of its kind in history and its significance extends beyond the learning and
instruction of the Chinese language. These pieces are direct products of
the West meeting the East. Not only do they reflect the perceptions of
American college students, which scholars of American youth studies
can employ as materials (concerning the trends of future generation in
.the United States), but they demonstrate their views on issues in China,
which scholars of Sino-U. S. relations can use as evidence (in making

. future policy decisions towards a better Sino-U. S. relations).

- of course, this book also shows how advanced American college
students have become i learning Chinese. Scholars of the Chinese
language and those teaching Chinese as a foreign language can use these
essays as a reference. Even if this book contains multidimensional cultural
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and academic values, the primary implication of these essays is that:

Foreign students likewise can use Chinese to write essays!

This s not merely a signal, but a landmark, a great event that
foreigners may boast of and the Chinese take pride in.

“Letters are the foundation of all knowledge and are the starting
point of the Government of Right.” —This has been affirmed by ancient
sages.

“Unexpectedly we can now produce writings in Chinese.” —This
has been expressed by foreign students. , '

“It's surprising that they can write in formal Chinese!” —After you
read this book, you may say similar things, but how will you feel
about it?

No matter whether it merits “boasting” or “pride”, the fact remains
that Chinese is not these students’ mother tongue, but their second
language. We all know that even native speakers find it difficult to write a
good article, and next to impossible to write in a foreign language. Yet in
a short time of intensive study of the Chinese language, these students
have composed presentable essays, reflecting not only their own painstak-
ing efforts but also the devotion and hard work of their Chinese teachers.

All those who have learned a foreign language know that it is far
more difficult to write than to speak. Without consistent training, even
native speakers find it difficult to write in a coherent and smooth manner.
For this reason, many have expressed their belief that simply being able
to speak Chinese is already a great achievement for a foreigner. Why
should we bother about teaching them how to write? That would be nothing
but a waste of time. We don’t want to refer to this as discrimination, nor
pursue the bias in this conception, but simply hope to raise the question: If
a foreign student fails to write a decent article, is it due to their poor
capacity to learn a foreign language or the ineffectiveness of our teaching
methods? Ancient sages have pointed out that if a teacher cannot ensure a
strict standard, it is the teacher himself who is the lazy one.

China’s economy is growing rapidly and academic research should
likewise keep pace. If we cannot help foreigners to master writing skills,
it is our problem, it is our research into modern Chinese written language
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that is inadequate and insufficient. To speak honestly, little was known of
the grammar of contemporary written Chinese. If we don’t understand
things clearly, how can we expect our students to master these skills? It
thus comes as no surprise to hear:

“Most of the people who study Chinese as a foreign language
have poor professional business writing skills, though they have
improved a lot in reading, listening and speaking after years of
studying in China.”

——Speech by Peter Kupfer at the 2002 International Seminar on
the Development of Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language held at
Beijing Language and Culture University (July 22-31); quoted from
China Dadily, July 23, 2002.

Then what’s the problem? The problem lies in our insufficient
research into contemporary Chinese written language. Without the proper
research background, we've been unable to practice proper teaching
methods for efficient learning. In other words, if native speakers are
unclear on the rules of writing, how can we expect foreign students to
compose exquisite essays? Of course, we do not expect our students to
become poets as great as Li Bai and Du Fu, or novelists like Cao Xuegin.
However, Chinese language teachers and linguists are undoubtedly duty-
bound to clearly explain and teach the rules and patterns of elegant
written expression to them. If a craftsman wants to be successful in a
project, he must first sharpen his tools. Before going to teach our students,
we must first know the rules and patterns of an eloquent writing style, the
components of this style and the principles of its structure. Examples
abound where the vernacular and formal versions of an expression of the
same meaning are not only quite different, but further adhere to completely
different grammatical rules.® Foreign students often error along these

@® In the Chinese vernacular, “the same” is yiyang, while in formal
Chinese rong is used. Even if yiyang and rong both mean “same”, one can say “A
and B are yiyang” but can’t say “A and B fong”. Similarly, one can say “yiyang
(noun)”, but can’t say “fong (noun)”. Such examples are by no means rare,
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lines.

Then what are the ruks governing the formal writing style? If
teachers aren’t sure, then sooner or later students will be scared away by
the uncertain complexities. One day, the student may say:

Zheyang  hui hdi guojia  lyi.

(This type will hurt country interests)

This will hurt the country’s interests.

or

Ta zai Beiing bim baifang zhuming xuezhe.
(He in Beiing everywhere visit famous  scholar)
In Beijing, he visited with famous scholars everywhere.

Upon hearing this, their teacher will say, “No, you're wrong,” and
correct the “hai” with a two-character word of the same meaning
“sunhai”, whereas “ baifang” needs only the single-character “fang” .
Even with this correction, it’s hard to prevent the student from saying:

Ta pubian fang zhuming xuezhe.
(He everywhere visit famous scholar)
He visited famous scholars everywhere.

Here “ bian” has been transformed into a two-character word,
whereas “bajfang” became the single-character “fang”. And what’s the
result? “You are wrong again!” Since the students were mistaken in both
instances, they may feel intimidated to learn modern written Chinese.
Even if one has memorized the usage of these words/characters, one
cannot extend this knowledge in other contexts because there is no way
for one to know where the principle applies. As a result, students make
mistakes in every sentence they write and are thereby impeded from
entering the gate of formal Chinese written language.

Facing this situation, some advocate first learning classical Chinese,
and then modern formal Chinese. But they forget the basic fact that it
takes several years to master classical Chinese even for native speakers.
If we want foreign students to have a good command of classical
Chinese before teaching them modern written Chinese, it will be too late.

What should we do then? There is no alternative but to do research!
After several years’ effort, we have eventually compiled about 250 mono-
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syllabic words (such as: bian “everywhere”, yi “suitable”, zhi “know”,
bao “suddenly/violently”, etc. to be used with other monosyllabic words
for it to form a grammatically correct Prosodic Word), about 300 disyl
labic words (such as: jinxing “carry on/out”, jiayi “take action of”,
congshi “be engaged in”, yuyi “give”, etc. to be used with other disyllabic
words for it to form a grammatically correct Prosodic-word Compound),
and about 300 modern written language patterns (such as wei..er...
“for”). These are compiled together in 4 Handbook of Chinese Written
Expressions (to be published by Beijing Language and Culture University
Press). These three parts essentially include the most important words,
phrases, patterns, and their usage and rules, for teaching modern Chinese
written language. They comprise the core content of our classroom
teaching and are used to compile our textbooks and create new teaching
methods.®

After two years experiments in Harvard classrooms, we are happy
to report that our students’ grasp of formal written Chinese has advanced
significantly. One of them published his article “The History of a History
Course” in Dushu (Reading 2005, 9: 111-115), a leading academic journal
in China. More than 10 more articles by students have been published in
Chinese national newspapers. This book is also a proof of this progress.

Undoubtedly, the study of modern Chinese written language is but a
new field and we have just begun to apply our theories to the classroom.
Although we have made some achievements, we are still far from our
ideal goals. Thus, when we say our students have made great progress in
writing, we are comparing their compositions with ones from the past.
The road ahead is both long and arduous, yet it’s clear that foreigners are
quite able to write elegantly in formal Chinese.

The ancients have said, “ The pen should be used to address
problems of the time.” These articles were written not just for the sake

® For a detailed discussion on formal written Chinese refer to; Feng,
Shengli “On Formations and Models of Written Chinese Grammar” in { 3{i& #%
2% F]). 2005, 1: 17 —49.
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of an exercise, but rather to reflect issues in modern times, and are
certainly not devoid of content. Our ancient scholars have advocated that
“the function of the written word is to convey the Tao (or truth)”. If
we enable our students to better grasp “the written expression”, they
will be able to better “convey” a multifaceted: and exquisite Tao. As
such, this book is an experiment in “ writing to convey truth”. The
successful implementation of this experiment is entirely dependent upon
support and assistance from several sources.

Here we would lke to express our wholehearted thanks to the
mstitutions and individuals who have supported this program, with special
acknowledgements to: )

China National Office of Teaching Chinese as a Foreign
Language (Principal Sponsor of the symposium and this book);

Professors Liu Mengxi, Liu Zfan, and Liu Jingyu (served as
outside judges of the contest)

PIB, IUP, Columbia, ACC, Duke, Northwest University,
Wisconsin University, and other summer programs in Beijing to
participate the contest;

Beijing Language and Culture University Press;

the students who participated the contest;

the instructors of participating students;

the instructors of HRA;

and the cooperation of the Conference Center of Beijing Language
and Culture University.

The contest and the compilation of this book are simply the initial
step made by the Harvard-Beijing Academy. We hope that this symposium
can continue every year and that such compilation will continue to be
published.

The day following
Thanksgiving, 2005




AP0 P
China Issues in Chinese Prose

I
E* l|§§
L.

&% - HEH
FES— TN E T

e HEEE RN

A G

o [ 9 A XA

A S L R ALK B et R
42 9% 0 A R R

B - HEH
AR A 4 % K2

PER R AL P RS 25
AT LA

& B F ik

A B

AR RHEXN

NEEWTE: BRAESR
Bist - 65
BbEHER—AB

xTHw., FliE, FHAELR (REFW) #
A BT T T

AT WARH L

P EfEERRE

F 59 % L A




128
131
136
140
143

147}
149
152
155
161
165
171

175
177
184
187
193
198
201
208
211

213
215
221
230
235
238

R E

China Issues in Chinese Prose

PEANETFHRE Y E
HE WK

REWHKE

HiE: WS AR
BRELR: BExe
XE-ZR - BHTFiLE
() 5 (%)
REXRL

B E AR A
—AMEFERELEHE B
NG 3% X (-4 VB K A
AREXHRELEES
XEFEGMER T (#X - £xX)
FERATEILH '
T EAWLRES X1t

—HEF WY

KRB RAT T HRE
FEA

N EBAEREYHARCRT—RM

B2 e, #ALK

B 8]

XEGMERL (M- &F)
5

AR, HFAM, FELA

N PN
HemikE
+4F & o 35 AL




