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exercises, including matching the statements with the paragraphs. You

are required to skim or scan the passages, then finisk the exercises

followed.
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A Hard Look at Heroes — and Their Heroics
By Raymond Zhou
A popular television program has just made a comeback, but it is making waves for the
wrong reason. The second season of A Bite of China, a documentary series on Chinese
food, is drawing record numbers in ratings ( J{f% ) | but the biggest controversy
it has caused has nothing to do with what we put in our mouths. It is about how far a

mother is willing to go for her daughter.

Ziyu, a teenager from Henan province, has been in Shanghat to study the viola ( F42
2% ) . In the five years she has been away from home, her mother has lived in a small
rented place in Shanghai and helped her with her daily chores. So the daughter can
concentrate on her music, the mother has not returned to her Henan home, not even

when her mother-in-law underwent chemotherapy ( 1£J7 ) . She is torn between her
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responsibility as a mother and as a wife and a daughter-in-law.

This detail is supposed to demonstrate the mother’s self-sacrifice. But it backfired ( i
5555 ) because a significant number of the public interpreted it as a sign of fixation

([E7, SHEAHRAS) . Some viewers became so upset they even started harassing the
mother and daughter online — to the point that the director of that episode made a

plea to target criticism at her and her alone and spare the subjects of her documentary.

If you thumb ( ] ) through Chinese newspapers, you’ll come across hundreds
and thousands of stories of this nature, stories about officials and ordinary citizens
who go out of their way to help others. Of course it is not the altruism ( | fth =
) , but the self-sacrifice, that is increasingly turning heads — not in admiration but
in concern. In a way the changing reaction signals a subtle departure from traditional

values and a growing awareness of the balance that is needed in our daily existence.

A typical “heartwarming” story goes like this: A crisis erupts and a policeman ( or one
of any other profession ) rushes to the rescue. He spends days saving a dozen people
while totally oblivious ( 3211 ) to the needs of his own family. At the same time,
his wife is giving birth to their first-born or his old mother is dying, but he would not
squeeze out time to visit them. Even though he passes his home many times, he does

not stop but rushes to save toral strangers.

As is obvious, whoever wrote this must have been moved to tears by the absolute
selflessness of the hero. In placing a halo ( Y& ) around him, he or she has played
up ( FERTE YL ) the deliberate neglect of the needs of the hero’s family — to the
extent of dwarfing ( fliAHJE W4l ) the fact that he saved a dozen lives. And for
thousands of years, Chinese people have accepted this sort of thing as part of our
regular moral lessons. Yes, it goes back to before the days of newspapers and television
reports and movie biographies. Ordinary Chinese, especially the illiterate, depended on
folk operas ( IR ) for their knowledge of history as well as entertainment.
Those operas were mainly morality tales where characters were portrayed in complete

black and white.

Take the famous The Romance of Three Kingdoms ( —[Ej# 3 ) . To show Liu Bei in a

o
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positive light, his enemy Cao Cao had to be made a villain ( ;[ A% ) , complete

with a white face (in Chinese traditional opera a white face means either a clown or

an evil person ) . Never mind that in historical records Cao was a capable leader of

great complexity. In the same story, the two military counsels who worked together to
defeat Cao were heightened to show their contrast. In real history, both Zhou Yu and
Zhuge Liang were leaders of extreme intelligence and the former played the key role.
But in fictionalized accounts familiar to generations of Chinese, the former was turned | |
into a petty ( /NgRfY ) | jealous person while the latter was given almost supernatural

powers.

In the late 1990s, I began to read about teachers calling for an end to such national | |
campaigns to praise the children who saved other children and drowned. They said
children should not be encouraged to risk their own lives in such situations. Instead
they should ask for help from adults. While it is honorable that some kids give up their
own lives to save others, this kind of heroism should not be emulated ( ZZ{}j ) by
other children, they insisted.

The refusal to see real life as a copy of melodrama (f&&7f ) is a sign of the
increasing maturity of Chinese society. Tales of total heroism have met with more and
more suspicion in recent years. People question the integrity of the reporting and the
mental health of the people featured in the stories. If someone is unable or unwilling
to help his own family, they reason, how could he possibly extend a hand to strangers?

I have a strong feeling that most of these stories have an essential part of truth in them,
but are distorted beyond recognition. There was a “model” policewoman who worked
tirelessly, did a lot of good for people in her jurisdiction (%G ) and died in a
work-related car crash. During a reporting trip to that area, I suddenly thought about
asking government officials about the policewoman. “She was a wonderful person
and always helpful,” they said. “But she did not have a happy family. Her husband was
cold to her” It made perfect sense: What could have happened was she channeled the
unhappiness in her family life into devotion to her job. But in all public portrayals that |
important detail was removed, thus taking away the essential quality of real life.
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low levels of education and sophistication. This applies not only to melodrama on
screen and page, but also in real life. Altruism is a virtue shared by all humanity,
but elevating it to a height unreachable by most humans is to transform it into an
abstraction (FH£ ) . It is an effective way to cheapen it. The change in public
perception should sound an alarm to anyone whose job is to portray heroism in life.
Instead of making it pure, one should preserve the messy reality. Genuine situations

and emotions run deeper than embellished ( JH{&fY ) ones.
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