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Unit 1

Comparison Between English & Chinese Writing

After learning this chapter, you will be able to:
= know the different organizational patterns between Chinese and English writing;
= have a good command of different sentence formation;

= learn about the hypotactic & paratactic methods.

We often consider writing as a process by which one records his thoughts and ideas into
a written message that can be shared with others. That is to say, the writer encodes informa-
tion in words, which is then decoded by the reader. As writing is thought the writing of dif-
ferent cultures will reflect the differences in thought patterns used by those cultures. Howev-
er, many Chinese students believe that writing an essay in English is the same as writing an
essay in Chinese, so they write their essays in Chinese and translate them into English, and
then they always wonder why their teacher gives them low marks. The fact is that writing in
English is quite different from writing in Chinese. Many of the differences are rooted in the
differences between the two cultures. In order to be able to write well in English, it is very
important for Chinese students to be aware of these differences. In this unit we will discuss

some differences between English and Chinese writing.

| Linear Pattern and Cyclical Pattern

It is generally accepted that Chinese thought pattern is circular. The idea is introduced
as it is developed or the conversation proceeds. In contrast, English thought pattern is linear.
An English writer is unlikely to spend much time in setting up a background for the main
point. He comes to the point immediately and develops his idea along a straight line. He of-
ten expresses his thesis or central idea at the beginning of the article.

So it is difficult for Chinese writers to be direct to express the point of view in the thesis
statement at the beginning of the writing.

We usually indicate the different thinking patterns of writing by the following picture.




English Oriental (Chinese)

(straight line) ( spiral/ circular/ approach)

Dear Teacher:

How are you?

Now I am a college student. College life is quite different from that of middle school. It
is new for me. I am trying to adjust myself to the new life.

Dear teacher, when I was at middle school you not only taught me a lot of knowledge,
but influenced me in various ways. I am very grateful. You were very kind to me just as kind
as a father might be. [ still remember once you lent your umbrella to me where as you were
caught in the heavy rain as I learnt later. You were generous to me, too. Once you invited me
over for dinner, I'’ll never forget what you have done for me, and I will keep grateful for what
you have done for me.

Dear teacher, I'm busy with my study. But I am in need of an English—Chinese dictionary.
I remember you have one. Would you like to let me have it? If you would, I will be very
thankful.

Best wishes to you!

Yours sincerely,

Yang Lin

Dear Mr. Jones,

As you know, I am now a student here at Zhengzhou University. I am enjoying my Eng-
lish classes very much, but I have a problem and I was wondering if you could help me. I am
in need of an English—Chinese dictionary and I remember that you have one that you don’t
use. Would you be willing to lend it to me? I would really appreciate it.

College life is very different from that in high school, but I am having a great time. I’ve
already made some good friends and I feel quite at home here.

Thank you very much for your help!

Yours sincerely,

Jimmy
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Questions for Discussion:
1. What do you think of the writer? Or who writes the first letter?

2. How does the Chinese writer develop his letter?

i S

3. Which is the real purpose for his letter?
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Il One Single Topic & Multiple Topics

The second area of different thinking pattern between Chinese and English writing is a
single central idea. Generally speaking, an English article may consist of one or more than
one paragraph. Each one discusses only one thing. That’s to say, one paragraph just only
supports the main idea of the article from one aspect. The single idea is the central thought
of the paragraph. In this way a paragraph can develop iis subject more clearly and fully. And
the idea is often summarized in one sentence called the topic sentence. Other sentences of
the paragraph provide supporting details which are all relevant to the central idea. Anything
that fails to support the statement made in the topic sentence is not suitable for the para-
graph. In other words, a paragraph can’t have two or more central ideas.

Even at a prestigious educational institution like Harvard University, anti-intellectual-
ism is widespread. (DMany students are ashamed to admit, even to their friends, how much
they study. @A lthough most students try to keep up their grades, there is but a small group of
undergraduates for whom pursuing knowledge is the most important thing during their years at
Harvard University.@ Nerds are looked down upon while athletes are made heroes of. @

This paragraph is taken from an article written by a professor from Harvard University
which exposes a phenomenon of anti-intellectualism. The first sentence is the topic sentence .
Sentence (@and Sentence (3are supporting sentences developing the main idea further and
Sentence (@),the last sentence, is a closing sentence which lays the emphasis on the thesis
stated in the topic sentence. All the sentences focus on the single idea.

On the contrary, a Chinese paragraph can have more than one central idea. It has no ob-

vious topic sentence, and not only deals with one idea but also several ideas. Now look at the

following passage.
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In this Chinese paragraph the first sentence is the topic sentence, but only the second
sentence supports its idea. The third sentence changes into a new idea, and the fourth sen-
tence makes mention of the new idea of Sentence three from two aspects: individual and so-
ciety. So the following sentences—5,6,7 should discuss the idea from the above two points.
However, they deal with it only from individual point. Then from the eighth sentence another
new idea begins. The whole paragraph consists of four ideas. In English they should be dis-
cussed respectively in different paragraphs.
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Just because of the influence of the Chinese thinking pattern, students always write an
English essay with one more ideas and irrelevant things in one paragraph.

Sample 1

With the changes in their social role, women’s position in the family has been improved
as well. D Husband and wife are now equal in the family. They cope with problems of dai-
ly life together and share the responsibility of doing household chores and taking care of
children. @ But in some families, you can still find that wives are being busy with dinners,
while husbands are comfortably sitting in armchairs reading newspapers or watching football
games on TV.@
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+Comment on the Sample: +
J:; The first sentence is the topic sentence which is developed by Sentence @and®), but
}Sentence @is in conflict with the main point. We may change the last sentence into:

1 Today, you can hardly find wives are being busy with dinners, while husbands are
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jcomfortably sitting in armchairs reading newspapers or watching football games on TV.
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Sample 2

There are some advantages in taking a pari—time job as a college student. (D As college
students, we have much to learn. Maybe everything around us seems alien to us.2) If we want
to be successful and achieve our goal, we must make efforts.3) And taking part-time jobs can
offer us opportunities to contact with society. @ It can teach us how to deal with practical
problems and how to get along with people. (5 Besides through work we can earn a little
money.© With it we can buy what we like and depend less on our parents.(D
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{ Comment on sample: }
i Sentence (D is the topic sentence. Sentence (2X3)@), having nothing to do with the top*l

+
}ic, should be omitted. Sentence ® supports the main point. This is a typical spiral paragraph. ;
4+ We can also change the sentences into the following: }
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In a sense, we college students live in an isolated, academic world. Things in the real
world seem alien to us. If we want to be useful when we enter society upon graduation, learning

should not be confined to the classroom. Taking a part-time job is another kind of learning.

Il Hypotactic and Paratactic

The so-called hypotaxisis means the connection of clauses and phrases by some cohesive
ties, which stand for the grammatical meaning or logical relation between them. And Parataxis
refers to the semantic coherence of clauses implied without formal cohesion.

Many scholars say that English is a hypotactic language, while Chinese is a paratactic one.
which means the connection of words in an English sentence mainly depends on functional
words (structural words), and with the help of the formal cohesion, we can know clearly the
grammatical meaning and the logical relation between sentence parts. Chinese is characterized
by parataxis, which means that the arranging of words, phrases and clauses one after the other
does not use connectives, but by semantic association, words can freely connect with no obvious
form symbols. Now compare the following Chinese paragraph and its English version.

MR T A ERMBHE YA T A HE R B T, A TR (R ]
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Swallows may have gone, but there’s a time of return; willow trees may have died back,
but there’s a time of regrinding;peach blossoms may have fallen, but they will bloom again.
Now, you, the wise tell me, why should our days leave us ,never to return?

From above example, we see clearly that the relation between Chinese sentence parts is
often loose, and the semantic association of sentences is often covert ( Fat I % ). And rela-
tively English sentences usually have obvious form symbols which make sentence parts overt
cohesion (‘B E#).

Let us analyze carefully the possible logical relations of the following Chinese sentence
and each of its English versions.
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%( f (AR)MA K E If he won’t go there, I’1l go. (Condition) I
t (AP 2, R ()£, Even if he won’t go there, I’ll go. (Concession) ;
1 & (FENMA L, . Because he won’t go there, I'll go. (Cause) :
o ARE(ER)RE, He won’t go there, but I’1l go. (Coordinating) }
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The above illustration shows clearly that the very simple Chinese sentence can imply
several logical relations. Without certain context, it may have different equivalents in English.

1. English Hypotactic Methods

English is characterized by hypotaxisis. An English sentence can be compared to a huge
tree with branches, sub—branches and mini-branches, that’s to say each of sentence elements
may have its own modifiers and each modifier may also have its own modifiers. In expressing
the same idea English sentence tends to be long and complicated, while its Chinese version
often becomes several short or minor simple sentences( Wia]ZX % 4] ). For example:

@ The isolation of the rural world because of distance and the lack of transport facilities is
compounded by the paucity of the information media.

HABBLZ, X hZRBLL RARLRESRBLEY, IRHRERE, & FTiER
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@ Translation is first a science, which entails the knowledge and verification of the facts and
the language that describes them—here, what is wrong, mistakes of truth, can be identi-
fied.

AR MEA-NHF  EEE24R, FE2ESFRAK)N), T2 EAHLIRLFSL

MiET, MEF BROAR BROFE, B mAER, (LEAHE)

@ The image of a sudden wall of dark water carrying the man and his car away in an in-
stant is still imprinted on my mind.
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With cohesive ties showing the relation between clauses or phrases, English sentences
have obvious form symbols, which make sentences overt cohesion. So a good command of the
English hypotactic ways would be of great help. There are four forms of cohesive ties:

1) Inflected Forms .

The so—called inflected form refers to the changes of a word form or shape including af-
fixation, subjective case, objective case and possessive case of pronoun, singular number and
plural number of nouns, tenses, voices and moods of verbs. English has strict rules in changes
of word forms. As the center of a sentence, the predicate verb always agrees in person and
number with its grammatical subject. By changing its forms and with the help of link, auxi-
liary, modal verbs, it can indicate a series of tenses, different voices and moods, while in

Chinese most of them are implied in sentences or contexts with no form changes of the verbs.
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i I once gave him a book. KB LG Mm—FA, 1
} He has given me three books. e ELRE =%, }
} His mother often gives him books. 85 45 2 4 3k 45 b H }
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Apparently, the Chinese corresponding words of “I, me, he, him, his, book, books, gives,
gave, has given” have no these form changes. The personal pronouns“¥ . ft.” can denote the
subjective case, objective case and possessive case. The noun“ i "may stand for both the sin-
gular number and the plural number. The verb“#3 "is used to show the present tense, past tense
and the present perfect tense without any form changes. More examples:

@ They told me that by the end of the year they would have been working together for thir-

ty years.

WA & &, B (IRF) R A E—R THKA 30 5T,

@ New factories are being built all over the country.

ARB|GAAESXEH LT,

@  Thus encouraged, they made a still bolder plan for the next year.

(BT)ZE TEXHGBB ANAFEFHITT —MERAZTR],
@ I regret not having taken her advice.

KGR A TR NE,

@ The book is said to have been translated into many languages.

AP LF RS FES

2) Connectives (relative words and conjunctive words)

In English, there are a lot of functional words, also called structural words, which can be
used as formal cohesion. According to their functions, connectives are classified into relative
pronouns, relative adverbs, conjunctive pronouns, conjunctive adverbs (who, whom, whose,
that, what, which, when, where, why, how ) coordinating conjunctions (or, and, but, yet, so,
however, as well as, (n)either...(n)or..., not only...but also...), subordinating conjunctions
(when, while, as, since, until, so...that, unless, lest ). Théy make the logical relation between
sentences clear and obvious.
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1= relative pronouns and relative adverbs (attributive clause)

IZ conjunctive pronouns and conjunctive adverbs( nominal clause)
17 coordinating conjunctions and subordinating conjunctions (compound sentence, adver-

bial clause)
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€ All was cleared up some time later when news came from a distant place that an earth-
quake was felt the very day the little copper ball fell.
HT—BE NRNEFTHRTHE EDRELENIR AZLAETRE, X—W
®TRITEA,

@ When I try to understand what it is that prevents so many Americans from being as

happy as one might expect, it seems to me that there are two causes, of which one goes
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