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Chinese Characters — Our Cultural Treasure

One of the main missions of the Overseas Community Affairs Council of the Republic of China (Taiwan) is to
promote the continuing education of the Chinese language among our compatriot communities abroad. To pass on this
important cultural heritage, the OCAC has long been publishing educational materials printed in traditional characters,
in lieu of simplified characters, so as to facilitate the younger generation to learn and appreciate the artistic beauty and
innate values of the Chinese language.

Traditional characters have evolved alongside Chinese long history, and as a result, the characters have developed
into logograms through shapes, pronunciation and meaning, which closely conform to the traditional Six Principles
of Character (pictograph, ideograph, compound ideograph, phono-semantic compound, phonetic loan character and
derivative cognate). Approximatively 80% of Chinese characters are phono-semantic compounds, also known as
radical-phonetic characters, created by combining radicals on one side and phonetics on the other. Knowledge of these
facts makes the learning of Chinese characters much easier, and is just half the battle!

Traditional Chinese characters have been in use for 5,000 years. Ancient classics and historical documents
available nowadays are written or printed in traditional characters. Therefore, learning traditional characters can
break through the limitations of time, travel through eras without the boundaries of words, as well as comprehend
the treasure of civilization imbued with abundant human thoughts and wisdom. Additionally, a variety of calligraphy
styles, both symmetric and aesthetic, help shape traditional characters into a unique and scholarly art.

Dr. Chin-chuan Cheng, member of the Academia Sinica, has pointed out in his research that the maximum
number of words an average person may acquaint in a given language is about eight thousand. The simplified
characters promulgated in Mainland China cover merely a total of 2,235 characters, including 482 independently
simplified ones and 1,753 derived from simplified radicals and independently simplified ones. These limited number
of characters, created without solid origin, have lost the traditional picto-phono-semantic traits sine qua non to Chinese
characters.

Furthermore, another linguist, Professor Xian Li, has pointed out the limit of the simplified

characters: “simplified radicals cannot be deduced and applied to all,” “symbols replacing radicals have no
established rules,” “independently simplified radicals cannot be deduced,”  “the use of homophonic characters in a
different contexts complicates the whole character system,”  “exceptions always found whenever simplification rules

are applied,” and “arbitrary simplifications destroy the logic of Chinese characters.”

The intricate implications of learning simplified Chinese characters result in an inevitable imbroglio of academic
research and linguistic application, jeopardizing related sciences such as paleography, historical geography and
historiography.

Due to current practical need and global trend, the proportion of traditional characters users has considerably
declined compared to that of simplified characters users. Yet learning traditional characters is nevertheless meaningful,
important and necessary, if taken into account the following perspectives: pedagogical efficiency, cultural creativity,
better understanding of Chinese traditional culture and history, cultural links to East Asian civilizations, involvement
in a global cultural outlook, and an aesthetic appreciation of inherent beauty of Chinese characters.

It is our hope that by consolidating the learning of traditional characters, while providing simultaneously a
comparison table scoping simplified characters, we can pragmatically provide useful teaching methodology to the
overseas communities. By encouraging the study of traditional characters as a vector, and then comparing them with
simplified characters in textbooks, we are convinced that this approach will create the ideal environment for the

transmission of Chinese culture abroad, where both types of characters are currently prevalent.
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Lesson 1 : Not Acting

One night, when dad and I crossed an intersec-
tion during a trip to visit a friend, we saw a small red
vehicle stopping by the quiet street.

I asked my dad: “Why did the car stop in the
middle of the road? Did the car break down?”

Dad said: “No it did not; the car is waiting for
the green light.”

In the meantime, the light turned green and the
car slowly accelerated and left.

I said: “The guy in the car is acting weird. There
were neither policemen nor cars on the street and he
still stopped to wait. Why is he acting this way?”

Dad listened and said: “Red means stop and
green means go. These are the traffic rules. No matter
if there is any policeman around, we have to follow
the rules. This is the spirit of a democratic society. If
we only follow the rules when we see policemen, it
would be hysteric”.

I agreed upon listening. Dad is right. If every-
one follows the rules like the person in the red car,
we are always safe to cross the road when the light is
on green. We would not have to worry.

If everyone follows the rules, no matter if the
policeman is nearby or not, no one will violate the
law. Isn’t this perfect?

Lesson 2 : Why Should I Yield You?

There is a temple deep in the mountain, where
an old monk lived inside. There is a tree in front of
the temple. A white bird and a black bird sit on top of
the tree. Two birds often flew around in the sky joy-
fully.

One day, the white bird flapped his wings to fly
up to the tree tip from the roof of the temple. Mean-
while, the black bird also beated his wings, trying to
get down to the temple.

Two birds crossed in the air. The white bird
yelled: “Move out! Move out! Don’t block my path.”
The black bird was irritated. He beated his wings and
said: “No! No! Why don’t you move out of my way?
You just wouldn’t move out of the way!”

The white bird did not yield the black bird and
the black bird did not yield the white bird. The two
birds beated their wings in air, held position and ar-
gued.

After a while, the white bird got tired. He ex-
haustedly said: “Get out! Hurry and get out!” The
black bird still didn’t yield. He said, “No! Yi Ya!

No!”” while beating his wings.

At last, the white bird burnt out all his energy
and fell onto the ground with a thud. The black bird
was happy. He tried to fly down, but he was exhaust-
ed too and fell onto the ground with a thud.

Their wings were hurt badly and can no longer
fly.

The monk saw the scene and shook his head.
“The sky is so big. You can fly left, right, up and
down. Why couldn’t the birds yield?”

Lesson 3 : Who Swept the Floor?

There is a person called Mr. Wang in Taiwan.
He is old and had retired and lives with his son.
People said that he is very fortunate, but he doesn’t
like his lifestyle because he doesn’t know what to do
every day to kill time.

One morning right after a typhoon struck, he
opened the door of the house and saw leaves and
branches all over the floor. Mr. Wang thought in his
mind: “My son will be going to work soon and these
branches and leaves all over the doorway will block
his way. I shall sweep the floor!”

Mr. Wang then took a broom and swept the
doorway. When he finished sweeping his doorway,
he saw that the doorways of his next neighbors were
also covered by branches and leaves; so he went over
to his neighbors’ houses and swept their doorways as
well.

He finished the whole alley not long after he
started sweeping his neighbors’ houses.

In the morning when his neighbors woke up
for school, work or grocery-shopping, they saw that
their doorway is clean, as if it has been swept. They
were very thankful and asked: “Who swept the door-
ways?” Someone else said: “He is such a nice per-
son. We must thank him.” Another said: “We should
all sweep the floor of the alley from now on.”

Mr. Wang did not say a word. He wiped the
sweat from his head and felt the happiness inside him
that he could not describe. In his mind, he figured out
that serving the community is very enjoyable.

From then on, Mr. Wang served the community

every day and was never bored again.

Lesson 4 : The Sunset in Manila Bay

Dad took me to the Manila Bay for vacation on
Sunday. We saw a lot of high coconut palms, lined
up neatly as soon as we reached Roxas Boulevard.
When the night wind blew towards us, the coconut



palms swayed as if they were greeting us, saying:
“Welcome, my friends.”

Standing on Roxas Boulevard, it grants the
panoramic view of the ocean. Before the sunset, we
sailed out with a rubber boat. There were a lot of
ships in the bay. A lot of sailors warmly waved at us.

We sailed around the bay then sailed out of the
bay to rest quietly on the ocean.

Meanwhile, the sun turned red like a giant fire-
ball and rested on the horizon between the sky and
the water. The beautiful faint light illuminated and
turned the Manila Bay into golden color.

A white sea gull flew by and dived into the wa-
ter in front of us. It caught a fish and returned to the
sky. We were amazed by this rare scene.

Suddenly, someone yelled: “Look, the sun dis-

1>

appeared!” It was till then we noticed that the sun
dived into the sea.
Ah! Manila is such a beautiful place that people

will hardly forget.

Lesson S : If I Could Fly an Airplane
If I could fly an airplane,

I must fly everywhere for my tours.
First to Africa for an elephant ride,
then climb the mysterious Egyptian Pyramids.

Observing the Mongolian grasslands,

to see its boundless vastness.

Observing the Great Wall of China,

to see if it reaches out thousands of miles.

If I could fly an airplane,

I must fly to Taiwan for a tour.

First, observing the sunrise in Alishan National
Park,

then go to the glorious Sun Moon Lake,

then observing the Taipei 101.

To see if it is as high as the stairway heading to
heaven.

Visiting the National Palace Museum,

isn’t such scene incomparable?

If I knew how to fly an airplane,

I must travel tens of millions of miles around
the world,

and put all the beautiful scenery inside my eyes.

Lesson 6 : Worms That Produce Silk

Mom bought a piece of new clothing. The new

clothing was shiny, light and soft.

I asked mom: “Is this clothes made out of Lin-
en?” Mom shook her head saying: “No. It is made
from silk.” T didn’t know what silk is, so dad gave
me a book about breeding silkworms. I could not
believe after I read the book because silk came out
from the inside of worms’ mouth.

Dad said he bred silkworms when he was
young and that they only feed on tender leaves.

After voracious eating for few days, silkworms
stop moving and rest for a day, shed their skin and
begin to eat again. This cycle continues up to four
times. After each shed, they grow bigger each time
until they start to produce silk to wrap themselves up
in a cocoon.

But how did these cocoon turn into a piece of
clothing? I still don’t understand.

Dad said: “It’s very easy. If you boil the cocoons
in hot water, you can isolate the silkworms and then
weave the silk into cloths. The cloths can then be
tailored into clothes. Our ancestors were very smart.
This invention has been invented thousands of years
ago.”

My brother heard this and happily said: “Our
ancestors were so smart. No wonder [ am smart too.”

Everyone started to laugh upon hearing this.

Lesson 7 : Drinking Tea

Whenever visitors visit our home, mom always
kindly asks with a smile: “What would you like to
drink?”

If a guest orders tea, mom would always bring
out her tea ware and prepare the tea while chatting
with the guests until late night.

Mom sometimes prepares Oolong tea, Tieguan-
yin tea, Black tea, or Flowering tea other times.

My favorite tea is Flowering tea because when
mom prepares Flowering tea, the long lasting Jas-
mine scent spreads throughout the house.

My younger brother has a different taste com-
pared to mine. He likes Black tea, but he would al-
ways add a lot of sugar and cream in it. Dad laughed
at him for his ignorance in tea art. Mom said: “Sugar
in tea is the western way of drinking tea. Chinese do
not add sugar in tea.”

I asked mom: “Did the habit of drinking tea
originate from China?” Mom said: “There are a lot
of species of trees for tea, but Chinese people are
the first to put tea leaves into hot water to make tea.
About four to five thousand years ago, Shennong had
already known the art of tea. Today, it is hard to esti-
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mate how much people drink tea every day!

Dad said: “The same tea leaves, produced in
different ways can yield a completely different taste,
but the tea scents are all pleasant. Drinking tea is also
healthy.”

My younger brother poured himself a big cup
of tea after hearing that. Mom saw that and stopped
him, saying: “Enough! Enough! You won’t be able to
sleep if you drink too much.

Lesson 8 : Teacher’s Secret

Monday at noon, I went to the office and over-
heard Miss. Lee and Mr. Wang saying: “This after-
noon, I am going to cook Lion’s Head, and I’ll bring
you some tomorrow.” Upon hearing, Mr. Wang hap-
pily said: “Really? That’s great; I haven’t had Lion’s
Head for years.”

When Mr. Wang said it, his eyes opened so wide
as if there is a cooked Lion’s Head in front of him.

Miss. Lee and Mr. Wang unexpectedly, dare to
eat Lion’s Head? That is freaky! I ran back to the
classroom quickly and told my classmates. When
I told them, they were shocked. Someone said :
“Her frying pan must be very big” and another said
Other
asked: “Aren’t lions protected animals? How can
they kill it for the flesh?”

When the principal came, the students told the

:“Don’t know where they can buy a lion.”

secret to him. Unexpectedly, the principal laughed
saying: “What is so striking about that? I love Lion’s
Head too!”

After the explanation from the principal, we un-
derstand that Lion’s Head is not the real Lion’s Head.
It is the name of a famous Chinese dish.

We felt embarrassed. We almost made a joke
out of ourselves. Friends, have you ever eaten Lion’s
Head? How does it taste?

Lesson 9 : Catching Big And Small
Fishes Together

Once upon a time, there was a young fisherman
called Jincai, who lived beside a lake. The lake con-
tains a lot of fishes.

Jincai would row his small boat on the lake ev-
ery morning to catch fishes. He could only fish twice
a day and there would be enough fishes to sustain his
family for a day; so he goes off work early in the day,
send the fishes to the market, go home for a shower
and then eat dinner. He lived a happy life.

One day, when Jincai retrieved the net, he saw
a small fish escaping from the net. He thought of it a
pity, so when he got home, he narrowed the holes of
the net and thought: “If the holes of the net are nar-
rowed, both big and small fishes will be caught and
the produce will double.

As expected after the spacing between the net
narrowed, the number of fishes caught increased
given that he still fishes 2 times.

When he sent the fishes to the market, he made
a lot of money. Now that his income increased, he
could go to a bar for a drink after dinner.

Other fishermen were very jealous, so they also
narrowed the spacing of their nets and caught both
big and small fishes. Everyone was making more
money and was very happy.

One fish dealer in the market disagreed with the
fishermen’s act. He said: “If more small fishes are to
be caught, there will be no big fishes that lay eggs,
which become small fishes.” The dealer warned, but
no other fishermen listened.

During the second year, the number of fishes in
the lake decreased, so the fishermen fished more to
get the same amount.

On the third year, all the fishes vanished. The
fishermen regretted but it was already too late.

Lesson 10 : Smoking Damages Health

I really do not understand why on earth so many
people like to smoke. The World Health Organization
(WHO) had already proven that smoking causes a
lot of health problems such as cancer, cardiovascular
diseases and respiration diseases. There are countless
people who got sick each year because of smoking.

There is a warning sign on all the Cigarette
boxes “Smoking Cigarettes will be dangerous to
your health”. But, why would people still choose to
smoke?

When people smoke beside me, the air will be
filled with thick smoke and I will take in second hand
smoke. I know that second hand smoke causes health
problems. That is why smoking should be prohibited
in the public.

Now, smoking in public places such as hospi-
tals, banks, post offices, buses and trains are prohib-
ited. Even taxis, MRT, airplanes and elevators have
“no smoking signs” placed on them. People who
violate shall be fined. Hope everyone can emphasize
on health and avoid smoking.
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