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We wrote An ABC of Chinese Culture to introduce readers to basic aspects of Chinese
cultural life. Our goal has been to provide brief overviews of key cultural concepts in entries
that can be read quickly, yet are long enough to provide useful basic information. Each of
the topics we have included can be read and digested in a few minutes, making 4n ABC
of Chinese Culture a handy first guide for those who need a quick and easily accessible
reference to things Chinese. The book is designed not as a scholarly resource, but as a
first acquaintance with basic concepts of Chinese culture. Readers who know little or
nothing of Chinese culture, but who have an interest can begin with An ABC of Chinese
Culture and then proceed to more detailed and scholarly works, some examples of which
are provided at the end of this book.

We organized the book alphabetically (in English) to make the topics easy to find. We
have also highlighted with bold print in each entry words linked to other entries in the book.
Thus in the discussion of Confucius, the word Analects is bolded to indicate that there is an
entry on his Analects, and in the discussions of Tang dynasty poets Du Fu and Li Bai, the
word Tang is bolded to indicate an entry on the Tang dynasty.

The book was written in English and translated into Chinese, which makes it accessible
to those knowing either language. It can also be used by those who know either language and
are studying the other by reading for comprehension in the new target language.

An ABC of Chinese Culture should be useful to visitors to China, but certainly not
restricted to those visitors. We hope that the book proves useful as well to those outside
of China who would like to make a start learning about the many fascinating aspects and
elements of one of the world’s oldest and greatest cultures.

It is also our hope that readers of A4n ABC of Chinese Culture will follow up these brief
introductory essays with further reading in the many fascinating books about China, its

people, its history, and its culture.
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Acupuncture has been practiced in China for more than two thousand
years. It is a therapy that involves inserting thin sterile needles into
the body at a series of strategically designated “acupuncture points”,
and manipulating them in order to restore human health. According to
Chinese medical theory, a person’s health is contingent upon having an
uninterrupted flow of Qi, or energy, along a system of channels or pathways
within the human body. When the flow of Qi is interrupted, unhealthy
symptoms appear, which is the goal of acupuncture to eliminate.

The needles are inserted and vibrated in order to stimulate nerve
impulses along the body’s natural channels through which a person’s Qi
flows. The Qi flows through three Yin
and three Yang channels of a person’s
two hands and feet, making twelve central
channels in all. For each channel there is
an internal and an external pathway. The
superficial external pathway is the set of
points and lines typically shown on an
acupuncture chart like the one shown here.
The deep internal pathway follows the
course of the body cavities.

In Chinese medical theory acupuncture
is designed to normalize and regulate the
balance of Qi, or vital energy throughout
the body. Such a theory is in accord with
general Chinese philosophical principles of
Confucianism, which argues for balance
and harmony in social life, and of Daoism,
which postulates the goal of living in
balance and harmony with nature.
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onfucius’ wisdom has been compiled by his students in a book
Centitled the Analects (Lun Yu). Soon after his death, Confucius’s
sayings and those of his followers were gathered together to compile
the Analects. Referred to in the Analects as the “Master”, Confucius
emphasizes the duties and obligations of the individual as a member of
society, focusing frequently on proper forms of human conduct. Here are a
few samples of the Master’s wisdom.

The Master said, “Is it not a pleasure, having learned something, to try
it out at due intervals? Is it not a joy to have friends come from afar? And,
is it not gentlemanly not to take offence when others fail to recognize your
abilities?”

The Master said, “The rule of virtue can be compared to the Pole Star
which commands the homage of the multitude of stars without leaving its
place.”

The Master said, “Observe what a man has in mind to do when his
father is living, and then observe what he does when his father is dead.
If, for three years, he makes no changes to his father’s ways, he can be
considered a good son.”

The Master said, “The virtue of the prince is like the wind; the virtue of
the common people is like the grass. It is the nature of grass to bend when
the wind blows upon it.”

The Master said, “My ideals are to bring comfort to the old, to have
friends that I can trust, and to cherish the young.”

The Master said, “I was not born with knowledge; I am one who loves

antiquity and who avidly seeks understanding there.”
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o worship their ancestors people offer sacrifices to their ancestors
Tregularly, based on the belief that the dead have a soul existing,
remain involved in their family’s affairs, and influence the fortunes of
the living. The goal of ancestor worship is twofold: (1) to honor one’s
ancestors and ensure their well-being; (2) to encourage their positive
disposition, particularly when seeking realization of one’s wishes or
needing help. The dead can bring prosperity and good fortune, but
if neglected by their descendants, the ancestors can become “hungry

ghosts”, both dangerous and destructive, as they are cut adrift in the

(B ) AR



spirit world.

Among the most common ritual aspects of ancestor worship are
making offerings to provide for the ancestor’s well-being after life.
These offerings may be practical objects such as a comb or toothbrush,
articles of clothing, food and liquor, etc. Some items that the ancestor
often used and appreciated when alive are often placed in the coffin as
burial artifacts and it is laid to rest, since people believe that in the other
world, the dead can still use the stuff that they used when alive. After
the funeral, offerings continue, and may include luxury items, including
favorite foods and wines, and symbolic “spirit” money, which is placed
in bowls on the ancestral altar, or burned with incense.

The family altar, before which such offerings are placed, typically
includes a portrait or photograph and a commemorative plaque, along
with cups or bowls for the offerings. The altar for a recently deceased
relative is kept up for forty-nine days. Once the altar is dismantled,
ancestral tablets take its place, as the ancestors are imagined to dwell
in such commemorative tablets, which are kept in a small home shrine
or in a family ancestral temple. Incense is lit before the tablets, ideally
each day, and food and other offerings may be made a few times a
month.

Ancestor worship remains an important part of the belief system
of many Chinese people today. It reflects, in consummate form, the

Confucian ideal of filial piety.
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