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Compiler’s Note

Chinese culture has a long, broad, and profound history. With China’s growing influence in the
world, more and more overseas readers, including college and high school teachers and students,
want to uncover the mysteries of Chinese culture and enhance their understanding of China. This
book is written to meet their strong needs. There are many challenges encountered in writing this
book, such as: how to grasp the unique essence of Chinese culture over five thousand years, how
to introduce cultural tradition with an ever-changing society, and how to compare Chinese and
Western cultures and their different cultural perspectives in a productive way. This book attempts to
tailor thousands of years of history and culture based on readers’ cultural background; to analyze
both the accessible information and its deeper substance; and to explore both traditional culture and
contemporary society with the contrast between Chinese and Western civilizations.

The features of this book can be summarized as follows:

1) Comprehension

According to the authors’ many years of teaching experiences at the universities and secondary
schools in the United States and around the world, courses on Chinese life and culture have become
an important part of any world cultural curriculum. A growing number of students want to take those
courses. However, due to a shortage of comprehensive teaching materials, many schools have to
delay or even give up offering such a course. This book will cover essential components of both
traditional and modern Chinese culture, providing necessary materials and focal points for educators
and students.

2) Concision

In the international textbook market, it is difficult to find one suitable, all-inclusive book that
introduces both the traditional culture and modern society of China. Although a large number of
academic books have been published in China, the vast majority are written in Chinese, tend to
focus on a single and specialized topic, and lines up with the tastes of Chinese readers. However,
such specific materials are not written for those beginning their studies in Chinese culture. Since the
content of Chinese society and culture has a long history and changes quickly, teachers and students
often have to read more than a dozen or even dozens of related books just to create one clear,
cohesive timeline. For teachers, this not only increases their workload, but also increases the difficulty
of teaching. For students, this is not only time-consuming, but also increases book fees and difficulty
seizing essential concepts. This presents an urgent need to write a single, concise book.



Compiler’s Note

3) Connection

This book seeks to connect its content with teaching hours and curricular needs. It includes
two volumes: the first focuses on traditional culture and the second explores contemporary
society. Each volume contains four units, each of which addresses three related chapters.
Together with the introductory Chinese profile, the book contains a total of 25 chapters, providing
material for approximately one full school year of 28 to 32 weeks. Instructors can teach a topic
on a weekly basis while accommodating for their students’ needs. The two volumes can be
integrated or taught in different semesters. The content of each chapter is not only suitable with
a variety of teaching hours, but also strives to make each topic easily accessible. Each chapter
also provides a reference bibliography; reading suggestions based on the content; and various
exercises including multiple choice, true or false, fill in the blanks, exercise for fun, questions for
discussion, and diagram for analyses. The very end of the book provides appendices of additional
tables of Chinese history, Chinese thoughts, and answers to each chapter’s exercises.

4) Comparison

The content of this book is framed toward non-Chinese learners with a variety of cultural
backgrounds. They have a strong interest in Chinese cultural phenomena, but know little about
the basic characteristics and essence of Chinese culture. In general, Chinese culture emphasizes
the harmony between man and nature, and the harmony between people; while Western culture
promotes individuality, creativity, competitiveness. Therefore it is interesting to see that the
Eastern culture and Western culture are very complementary by comparing such differences
and similarities. This book strives to cover Chinese characteristics and to promote comparative
studies. Each chapter aims to facilitate critical thinking and leave room for learners to study in the
future.

5) Contemporary

According to contemporary teaching practices, students in Western countries are globally
engaged. On the one hand, they want to understand other cultures’ phenomena; on the other
hand, they also enjoy their home country’s culture. To appeal to both, the book engages non-
Chinese learners through comparison and discussion to deepen understanding. In order to
facilitate the teaching and learning styles of students worldwide, the beginning of each chapter
of the book provides a celebrity quotation, English and Chinese bilingual chapter summaries,
and key words to prioritize content. Cultural contrast provides lively and interesting examples to
help readers and learners grasp new ideas. The process of writing this book utilized a team of
international scholars and students. Therefore, the book is simultaneously sensitive to different
cultures while understanding the needs of students. It has become a crystallization of different
cultures. With the help of the publisher and editorial staff, the book also incorporates a large
number of illustrations to associate with the content. With continued support, the team hopes to
create and configure DVD or online teaching resources to meet the needs of users and modern
classroom practices.
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A Brief Introduction to China #E#ti

o No culture can live if it attempts to be exclusive.

—— [India] Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948)
MRREHEBR H ek, FBAFMLLEBRTREERFN, — [ ENE ] Hit ( 1869—1948 )




A Brief Introduction to China

Outline #%

China is a country with vast land, abundant resources, a multitude of ethnic groups, and brilliant
cultural diversity. Although China has an ancient heritage, it keeps up with changes and flourishes that
come with each passing day. When looking back into China’s history, anyone can see the remarkable
innovations and wonders China has provided for the world. In the realm of science and technology, the
four great inventions (compass, gunpowder, papermaking, and printing) have greatly promoted material
progress worldwide. The Chinese humanities, which include language, literature, calligraphy, painting,
Confucianism, and Taoism, have also contributed to today’s global culture. China’s three unique products
of silk, ceramics, tea, and the “silk road” have commercially connected China with the world. In these
aspects, China has had a far-reaching effect on neighboring countries and beyond. China has changed
dramatically since 1979 through the reform and opening-up policy. This policy has drawn attention from
all over the world, and has been playing an increasingly important role in China—and the rest of the

world—ever since.
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How much does the average global citizen know about China? Bear in mind what Marcus Garvey (1887-1940)
pointed out: “A people without the knowledge of their past history, origin and culture is like a tree without roots.”
As global citizens, it is indisputable that we need to know better about China. However, Chinese culture is still
somewhat veiled to Westerners. The cultural difference, according to Frederick W. Mote (1922-2005), is like a
“cosmological gulf” between China and the West. Only thorough study can one be able to fully understand Chinese
culture. In order to be a Chinese expert and an engaged global citizen, one needs to be prepared with knowledge of
both China’s past and present.

As Mahatma Gandhi pointed out: “A nation’s culture resides in the hearts and in the soul of its people.” As the
whole world moves toward globalization, China is playing a more and more important role. Surely, the more our

knowledge of China grows, the better global citizens we become.
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Administrative divisions of China

Chinese people live in China’s mainland, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Macao, as well as abroad. In fact, Chinese
people live almost everywhere in the world today. They have many different customs and practices in their daily
lives. Chinese culture consists of all the ways Chinese people live their lives, no matter where they live.

Chinese culture can be traced back to ancient times, some 3,500 years ago. Chinese civilization began



A Brief Introduction to China

developing sometime before 1,500 B.C.E., giving this nation more than four millennia of recorded history. In relative
isolation, Chinese developed a civilization that has endured as one of the longest in the history of the world. Not
only has China left its indelible mark upon her neighbors Vietnam, Korea, and Japan, but has also had a far-reaching
impact upon the development of the West. Visitors, from Marco Polo (1254—1324) in the 13" century to Matteo
Ricci (1552-1610) in the 16™ century, reported favorably upon a society, which in many respects, outperformed their
European home countries. Christopher Columbus (1451-1506) even carried a copy of Polo’s account of China with

him on voyages to use as a reference.

1 | Geography

8 1.and and Rivers

Occupying a total land area of approximately 9.6 million square kilometers' or 3.7 million square miles, China
is the third largest country in the world, only smaller than Russia and Canada. It is almost as large as the whole of
Europe, and has a slightly larger land area than the United States. It is the largest of all Asian countries, occupying
approximately one-fifteenth of the land area of the Earth.

China stretches for about 5,500 km.
(3,418 mi.) from north to south and 5,200
km. (3,231 mi.) from east to west. Altitudes
extend from 154 m. (505 ft.) below sea
level at the Turfan Depression to the peak of
Earth’s highest mountain, Mt. Qomolangma,
at 8,844.43 m. (29,017.16 ft.) above sea
level. Mt. Qomolangma’s Chinese location,
the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, is considered to be
“the roof of the world”.

China has three long rivers, which Mt. Qomolangma

run eastward to the ocean. These rivers

roughly divide China into three regions: northern, central, and southern China. The Yellow River, or Huang He,
flows through eight provinces and one autonomous region in northern China. It is the second longest river in China
and the sixth longest river in the world. The Yellow River is known as “the cradle of Chinese civilization”, because
its basin is the most fertile and rich region in early Chinese history. The longest river in China—and all of Asia—is
the Yangtze River, or Chang Jiang. It is the third longest river in the world. It flows from the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau

across southwest, central, and eastern China. The Yangtze River basin is home to one-third of China’s population. In

The area of China’s territorial sea is about 4.7 million square kilometers.




addition, the Three Gorges Dam on the Yangtze River is the
largest hydro-electric power station in the world. The Pearl

River, or Zhu Jiang, is the third longest river in China.
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”i\ﬁ Climate and Resources

China encompasses a climate of great diversity for its

vast land. There are 49 degrees of latitude from north to ‘ s
it ..'d.

south ranging from subarctic to tropical. During the winter, .
The Three Gorges Dam

the temperatures in one season can range from -30°C (-22°F)
in the northeast to 15°C (59°F) in the far south. China features extremely dry conditions in the northwest and tropical
monsoon conditions in the southeast. In fact, the contrast in temperature between China’s northern and southern
borders is the greatest of any country in the world.

The diversity of both China’s landscapes and its climates has resulted in one of the most diverse ecological
environments in the world. The vast land abounds in an
immense number of plants and animal species. China is
home to pandas, despite the continuous intrusion of pandas’
habitats over the millennia. China carries an abundance of
natural resources, including substantial mineral reserves. It
is the world’s largest producer of antimony, natural graphite,
tungsten, and zinc. Other major minerals produced are
aluminum, coal, crude petroleum, diamonds, gold, iron ore, and

lead. With its vast mountain ranges and mighty rivers, China’s

hydropower potential is the largest in the world.
The pandas

BT

& Neighboring Countries

China’s land border of 22,800 km. (14,167 mi.) is shared with fourteen countries including North Korea to the
east; Mongolia to the north; the Russian Federation to the northeast; Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan to the
northwest; Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Nepal and Bhutan to the west and southwest; Myanmar, Laos, and Vietnam
to the south. In addition to the fourteen neighboring countries whose landmasses border China directly, across to
the seas to the east and southeast are the Republic of Korea, Japan, the Philippines, Brunei, Malaysia and Indonesia.
Along the seacoast, the major bodies of water are the Bohai Sea, the Yellow Sea, the East China Sea, and the South
China Sea.

In the past, although China shared its border with many countries, any close contact with outside countries was
extremely limited. This may be partially attributed to the geography of China’s borders. With the wide Pacific Ocean
to the east, the Himalayas and the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau to the west, the steppes and deserts to the northwest, and the
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rain forests to the south, China had been prevented from having easy contact with other major cultures. The relatively
enclosed geographical environment helped to foster China’s unique civilization and economy. When China finally

opened its door to the world, dramatic changes began.

2 | History

China is one of the world’s oldest civilizations with thousands of years of continuous history. The history of
China can generally be divided into five periods: the Prehistory, the Ancient Era (the pre-Qin period), the Feudal Era,
the Modern Period, and today’s Contemporary Period.

The Prehistory of China can be traced back one million years ago, to
the Paleolithic and Neolithic periods. We do not know much about the events
during that time because of a lack of written documents, leaving archeologists
and speculation to piece together ancient Chinese life. Archaeological studies
show that pre-humans in China in the Paleolithic age began to use stone tools
and fire, skills that have been dated as more than a million years old. The most
famous evidence of pre-human presence was discovered in Beijing between
1923 and 1927, known as the “Beijing Man” or “Peking Man”. Agriculture
was gradually developed in Neolithic times. With an increase in population,
the Yellow River valley began to emerge as a cultural center, where China’s

first villages were founded. Recent studies like these have uncovered more and

more pre-historical sites.

The “Beijing Man”

a__ﬂﬁ};l he Ancient Era or trhe P“,,Q",'!,P(,',“,’,d, (c. 2070”2-1 B.C.E.)

China’s Ancient Era, in addition to the first presence of written records, identifies itself via artifacts that can be
traced back to the Shang Dynasty (1600-1046 B.C.E.). However, according to ancient historical documents, it was
the Xia Dynasty (c. 2070-1600 B.C.E.), before the Shang, that constituted the first Chinese state. Although many
give the Xia Dynasty credit as China’s first dynasty, archeological evidence is still lacking.

The Zhou Dynasty (1046-256 B.C.E.) was established after the Shang. Under this dynasty, much of Chinese
culture, philosophy, and literature were developed further. The Zhou Dynasty can be split into two periods: the
Western Zhou Dynasty (1046-771 B.C.E.) and the Eastern Zhou Dynasty (770-256 B.C.E.). The Western Zhou was
a prosperous agricultural society. In 770 B.C.E., the Western Zhou moved their capital from Xi’an to Luoyang. Thus

began the new regime, known as the Eastern Zhou. The kings in the Zhou Dynasty were, in some ways, remarkably



similar to those in Europe during the Middle Ages. With the Zhou Dynasty’s Spring and Autumn Period came the
gradual splitting of the kingdom of Zhou into smaller states. This continued until the Warring States Period of the
Eastern Zhou Dynasty. Between 475 and 221 B.C.E., during the Warring States Period, the State of Qin gradually
emerged and unified China. Despite the changes between dynasties, the Chinese people were relatively static, as

China was a slave society during this period.

AThc Feudal Era (221 B.C.E.—-1840 C.E.)

The Feudal Era of China started in 221 B.C.E., the year the first ; % |
emperor emerged; the so-called Qin Shihuang, Ying Zheng (259-210
B.C.E.). Using force, Ying Zheng organized China into a hierarchy of
prefectures and counties under a centralized control by conquering the
last opposing principality. This established a truly centralized Chinese
empire for the first time. The Chinese writing system, monetary system,
and weight and measuring system were also unified and standardized.
Ying Zheng forced thousands and thousands of people to build the
Great Wall to protect China against the Xiongnu (Hun). These acts
also laid the foundation for feudalism in China. With his new power,
Ying Zheng named himself Qin Shihuang, namely the First Emperor
of the Qin Dynasty (221-206 B.C.E.). Qin Shihuang expected his
descendants to become emperors of China after him, generation after

generation. Despite these expectations, a peasant uprising merely four

years after Qin Shihuang’s death overthrew his successor. Learning
from the Qin Dynasty short reign, successive dynasties developed . A portrait of Qin Shihuang
bureaucratic systems based on feudalism that enabled the emperor of

China to directly control vast territories.

With the founding of the new centralized Chinese empire came new ideas and beliefs. In particular, Chinese
believed that an emperor’s authority and power were given by Heaven, and called the emperor “the Son of Heaven”.
This belief characterized and enabled the dynastic cycle until the abolition of the monarchy in 1911.

The Feudal Era sees a sequence of dynasties, from the first empire Qin in 221 B.C.E. to the last empire Qing
in 1911. The dynasties lasted anywhere from a few years to several hundred years. From the start, each dynasty
flourished and expanded, but eventually declined and disintegrated. When one dynasty reached its low point, it would
be replaced by another dynasty. This switch in power was not achieved peacefully; on the contrary, it often involved
periods of political disorder and violent warlords tangled in battle with each other. The aforementioned cycle has
created a traditional Chinese sentiment that “a country would be definitely unified after a long time of division, or
vice versa”. However, history would not simply repeat itself. Despite the cyclical nature of its politics, China began

to change.



