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History Teaches Valuable Lessons

For two decades, primary school pupils in Singapore have not been
taught Asian history, an article in Lianhe Zaobao last Wednesday
lamented.

However, another letter cautioned: “Most of the secondary and
pre-university students today know only the history of their country but
nothing about the neighbouring states.

“If this trend continues, will the younger generation grow up to be
an uncultured people who erhphasise only science and technology?

“There is , indeed, cause for concern. ”

History is a source of human knowledge, providing a reservoir of
information on literature, economics, sociology , politics, logic ; philoso-
phy and so on. )

Man5s conquest of nature, his creation of culture and humar rela-
tions are noted down in history.

Society may always be changing with the times, but human nature
remains the same. Consequently, history is very important in guiding
us.

By studying men’s thoughts and actions in the past, we can make
their experiences our own. With the benefit of hindsight, we can learn
from the success and failure of others and see our own place in history.

The Tang Dynasty marked a gloden age in Chinese history when
China enjoyed immense power and prosperity.

One of the Tar;g emperors, Tai Zong, was served by a courageous
and outspoken prime minister , Wei Zheng. The emperor highly respected

-3.



him.

At Wei Zheng’s death, Emperor Tai Zong said sadly$

“Through the bronze mirror, I see if my attire is proper; through
the mirror of history, I learn of the reason behind my country’s rise or
fall; and through the mirror of man, I guard myself against doing
wrong. ”

“I have always had these three mirrors when 1 governed. Now that
Wei Zheng is dead, I have lost a mirror. ”

Emperor Tai Zong was a wise and capable ruler who brought peace
and prosperity to China.

Social security was then strong. People slept with their doors un-
locked. Those who lost their belongings could rest assured that nobody
would “pocker” them.

Hence the Chinese idiom; ‘fNo one needs to lock his doors and none
will pocket lost items found on the road. ” This reflects a high moral
standard'in éociety.

China is an ancient civilisation with a glorious history and culture
whose influence is felt throughtout the world.

A Chinese who studies Chinese history will gain a sense of identity
from trsditional values.

A knowledge of history equips one with the wisdom to perceive
matters and understand trends. One also sees a purpose and direction in
life.

With few exceptions, we encounter setbacks and disappointments in
life.

The ability to make a timely and cotrect move at such crucial mo-

ments would then depend on the individual’s wisdom.
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THE ORIGIN OF CHINESE SURNAMES

The Chinese have had surnames long before the period of the Three
Efnperors and Five Kings, that is ,during the time when recognition was
given only to one’s mother and not one’s father. Hence, the Chinese
character for “surname” is made up of two individual characters; 2
(meaning woman) and 4 (meaning to give birth). That is to say, the
surnames of the early Chinese followed the maternal line. Before the
three dynasties of Xia, Shang and Zhou (2140—256BC), the people
in China were already having surnames ¥ (Xing) and clan-names K
(Shi). The surname originated from the name of the village in which
one lived or the family to which one belonged, while the clan-name de-
rived from the name of the territory or the title granted, sometimes
posthumously, by the emperor to a noble for an achieve}r;ent, Hence,
onlynobles had surnames as well as clan-names. '

A man and a woman of the same clan-name could marry each oth-
er but they could not if they were of the same surname.

This is because the Chinese had discovered,long ago,that marriages
of close relatives would be detrimental to future generations.

In any solemn ceremony or important celebration, the Chinese
have their clan- names written on lanterns which are hung high in a
prominent place, such as the main entrance of the house.

As a clan-name indicates the ancestral home, it is also carved on a
man’s tombstone to indicate a hope that he will return there.

For example P {H AKX B (Xihe Lin Huaimin) means that $k47 &
(Lin Huai Min) was from the F§{] (Xihe) clan of ¥ (Chaoyang)
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county, J % (Guangdong) province, China, and that his generation
name was (§#) (Huai).

This went on for 800 years until the rule of Emperor Tang Tai
Zong (A. D. 627). Gao silian, a government official, made a survey
and found that there were a total of 593 different surnames.

He then wrote and published a book called Annal of Surnames ([X;
1 &) which became a reference for seiecting qualified personnel as
government officials and for arranging marriages.

The book, “Surnames of a hundred Families”, which was popular
in China during the old days, was written more than 1, 000 years ago
during the Northern Song Dynasty (A. D. 960).

It records 438 surnames of which 408 are siﬁgle- word surnames
and 30 were double-word surnames.

According to the latest statistics from China, Chinese with the sur-
name Zhang (5K )alone number more than 100 million , making it proba-
bly the surname which the most number of the Chinese have.

Another set of statistics compiled in 1977 reveals that the number
of the Chinese with the first 10 major surnames make up 40 per cent of
the Chinese population, The 10 major Chinese surnames are

Zhang (3), Wang (E), Li (%), Zhao (#), Chen (FK),
Yang (#%5), Wu (&), Liu (X)), Huang (¥) and Zhou (J&).

Below are the next 10 major surnames. The Chinese with these sur-
names make up over 10 per cent of the Chinese population.

Xu (&), Zhu (%), Lin (#k), Sun (#p), Ma (&), Gao
(&), Hu (#), Zheng (), Guo (¥) and Xiao (#).

The number of the Chinese in the third category of 10 major sur-
names make up just about 10 per cent of the population .

Xie (), He (fi), Xu (), Song (), Shen (It), Luo
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(%), Han (), Deng (), Lidng (3&) and Ye (B}).

The following 15 surnames from the fourth largest group of the
Chinese surnames are; .

Fang (F), cui (&), Cheng (), Pan (#), Cao (), Feng
(13, Wang (£, Cai ($), Yuan (%), Lu (j5), Tang (),
Qian (&), Du (4t), Peng (¥) and Lu (ff).

A total of 70 per cent of the Chinese population have one of the
surnames above. The surnames of the remaining 30 per cent of the Chi-
nese population are comparatively rare. Some of these surnames are

Mao (&), Jiang (JL), Bai (), Wen (3), Guan (3£), Liao
(), Miao (#) and Chi ({th)



