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Chinese Characters —OQur 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 Ancient classics and historical documents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 infricate 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 : Make a Wish

Today is my birthday; mom and I hosted a birth-
day party. I invited three classmates of mine over to
my house. They brought me birthday presents and
wished me a happy birthday.

After dinner, my mother served a large and
round cake with 12 candles lit. Everyone sang the
birthday song and told me to make wishes before I
blew off the candle.

I thought about my wish for a while, but could
not come up with one in my mind. My mother told
me to wish everyone healthy forever. My father told
me I should wish myself a glorious future. My class-
mates and I also exchanged a lot of ideas verbally. I
was overwhelmed with ideas and as a result, I was
not able to come up with one. I became nervous as
the candles were burning out. I came up with one
at last, wishing that my family and friends can stay
healthy and their everyday life is smooth.

Everyone heard it and thankfully gave me a
round of applause. When we were eating the cake,
dad asked me why I made that wish. I replied that al-
though T have a lot of other dreams, I cannot grow up
and live happily without daddy and mommy raising
me, teacher teaching me, and classmate accompany-
ing me. That is why when I celebrate my birthday, I
am thankful. When mom heard this, she gladly said,

“You've really grown up.”

Lesson 2 : Two Chinese Bun Stores

Wang opened a store on East Street, selling meat
buns. Because he uses the best meat and generously
makes the buns relatively bigger without charging
more, his store is very popular. Nearby tourists and
customers faraway visit his store regularly for buns.

Lee saw the success of Wang and admired him;
as a result, he opened up a similar store on West

Street, using best meat as ingredients and making his

buns the size of Wang’s buns and charging similar
prices. The business was good as expected. Not long
after, the two stores on the street became the most
popular food stands in the area.

One day, while clearing the cash, Lee’s wife told
Lee, “Our business is good, but our profit isn’t high
enough. This is too tiring.” She continued saying,
“Let’s use pork belly and make the bun smaller so we
can cut down our costs and make more profit.” Lee
thought about it and agreed to the logic: therefore, he
started making buns with pork belly and shrinking
the size of the bun.

During the first few weeks, the profit did in-
crease quite a scale, but not long after, the business
started to decline. A lot of buns were left unsold. Two
months later, the store was forced out of business.
Wang on the other end of the street understands that
trust and integrity is the key to a successful business,
so he did not alter the ingredients and decreasing
the quality. As expected, his business maintained
and grew rapidly within twenty years. Until today,

Wang’s store is still very busy.

Lesson 3 : Cherishing the Happiness

My younger brother did not like the dinner he
had yesterday, so he ate little and dumped the rest.
When grandpa saw it, he was very angry and blamed
him for “not knowing to cherish the happiness.”

Both my brother and I do not know what it
means by ““cherish the happiness.” As a result, grand-
pa opened the newspaper and pointed at a picture that
shows two skinny Africans begging for food with
empty bowls.

Grandpa said, “We have many people in the
world, but not everyone can have a share of food.
Because of wars or the long-term drought, some
people live under standard. Children will be so lucky
if they can have just a little to eat. It is impossible

that they waste any food. So, you are very lucky, you



must ‘cherish the happiness.’ Don’t waste anything.”

We both feel embarrassed. Since a lot of people
don’t have anything to eat, compared with them, we
really should cherish food, not even wasting a grain
of rice. We are supposed to donate excess, conserved

food to those in need.

Lesson 4 : Discussions on Filial Piety

Teacher wrote down a piece of Classical Chi-
nese on the blackboard today and asked us to turn it

into Vernacular Chinese. Here is what teacher wrote:

“ FrRIMLEL . Fra: o T gl
o HrFroHrFoRsHEHr FELRAKD
AIERL . YIRS -BLEIFI? 7

The explanation is that, “Zi-Xia asked about
filial piety. Confucius replied, “What is difficult is to
manage our facial expression when we are with our
parents. Taking on the burden when there is a work
to do, let the elders enjoy the food and wine first, all
these can be considered filial?”

After turning it into Vernacular Chinese, the
teacher asked “Isn’t it sensible?” We agreed. We treat
parents with good food everyday, however, if we are
in bad attitude, they would not likely to be pleased
anyway.

Teacher continued asking if any students have
filial piety. I don’t want to raise my hand because I
felt T have bad temper and usually being cold to my
parents. I must have let them down and I feel sorry
now.

When I returned home, I wrote down this piece
and posted it onto the wall as a reminder. The Clas-
sical Chinese is brief and clear, and I would like to

learn it.

Lesson 5 : Confucius

Confucius is the most famous thinker in the
ancient China. His thoughts, known as Confucian-

ism, have influenced Chinese people for thousands of

years.

Confucius was a great teacher, too. He taught
students in accordance with their aptitude without
discriminations. He has had more than 3000 dis-
ciples. To date, he is still seen by Chinese people as
The Most Sage Venerated Late Teacher.

People kept records of the discussions between
Confucius and his disciples and compiled them into
a book called the Analects of Confucius. The later
generations took his ideas as the philosophies to deal
with human interrelationship.

The core ideas of the Analects of Confucius
will be “Zhong(loyalty)” and “Shu(reciprocity)”.
“Zhong(loyalty)” means to do your best in a job.
“Shu(reciprocity)” means being forgiving and gener-
ous. Every time you will think of others when you
put yourself in their shoes, so you would do only
what you’d like to be treated.

Do you think Confucius’ words make sense? Do

you “Do your best” and “Be in others’ shoes?”

Lesson 6 : The Three Moves of Mencius’
Mother

Because Mencius’ father passed away when he
was still young, his mother took care of the family
and was also responsible for Mencius’ education.

At first, Mencius lived close to the graveyard
where “ku-fen(mourning and weeping over the
dead)” was usually practiced. When he saw it, he
played “ku-fen game” with other kids. Mencius’
mother thought it as bad environment and decided to
move.

When they moved to a neighborhood beside
the market, Mencius gave up “ku-fen game” as ex-
pected. However, a butcher in the market killed a pig
everyday, so when Mencius saw it, he began to play
“killing-pig game”. Mencius’ mother could not but
consider the second move.

They moved to live nearby a school this time.
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Mencius started studying when he saw other kids
went to school everyday, so Mencius’ mother was
happy and said, “Finally, it is the right place.”

And so, with good exemplars, Mencius grew to
love studying and became another great thinker fol-
lowing Confucius. Mencius’ mother was also highly

honored by the world.

Lesson 7 : The Erupting Volcano

Teacher told a story about volcanic eruption in
the class today. On June, 1991, the Mount Pinatubo
locating in the south of the Philippines came out a
plume of steam, following rumbles. This was the
sign of erupting, while nobody believed that it would
burst because it had been six centuries since last
known eruptive activity.

Unexpectedly, the volcano erupted. The hot lava
slowly flowed out and destroyed everything wherever
it reached. And, what was worse, the volcano ejected
a large amount of ashes, dust and rocks, as well as
lava at the same time and flushed down the slope to
flood the roads, cars, farms and many villages, when
people were caught off guard.

A few days after the eruption, typhoon rains
took the deposits into rivers and caused flooding,
bringing another unbearable damage to the local.
Many houses were destroyed and their family mem-
bers were killed, so they could not but leave where
they were born, while other more people braced up,
regardless of teardrops and sweat, they began to re-
store the homeland. Filipinos are not afraid of failure,
and they would not yield to the fate. Let us work hard
together. We believe that green grass and flowers will

grow out of land of lava soon.

Lesson 8 : The Yellow River Flows to The Sea

Grandpa was reciting a poem in his study yes-
terday, and my younger brother and I followed up

reciting. The following is what Grandpa recited:

The midday sun slips behind mountains

The Yellow River turns for the sea

Trying to see thousands of miles

I climb one more story

This is the jueju in five-syllable-long form con-
sists of 20 characters. I memorized the poem in a short
time.

Grandpa was happy, and he asked us to close
our eyes and to think over connotations while recit-
ing this poem once again.

I closed my eyes, dreaming of climbing high
upstairs myself and looking into four directions, and
mountains-and-rivers natural landscape immediately
turned up:

It was almost evening. The sun slowly set, and
the beautiful evening glows reddened the clouds in
the sky. The front view is a wide, big river flowing
endlessly toward the farther side of the sea. I would
like to see further, so I climbed one more story up-
stairs. Wow, what a fantastic view.

At the moment, my younger brother broke out
asking, “Grandpa, is water in the Yellow River really
yellow?”

Grandpa replied, “Yes. The Yellow River is
originated from Qinghai Province, and it passes
through the Loess Plateau where a large amount of
dusty soil is carried away along the side. So the soil
dyes the river yellow.”

After hearing those from Grandpa, my younger
brother and I both realized its background and

smiled.

Lesson 9: The Great Wall

There is a book mentioning that the only human
built structure visible to an astronaut on the moon is
China’s Great Wall. I did not believe this, so I ques-
tioned my teacher.

Teacher went online and downloaded a picture

of the great wall taken from the moon to prove the




fact. On the picture, there is a visible long structure.
Teacher said that the Great Wall is located in the
northern part of China and it was used by Emperor
Qin to prevent invasion from outsiders. The total
length of the Great Wall is 6700 kilometer. If you
convert it into the Chinese miles used in the past, it is
more than 10000 Chinese miles. Such great construc-
tion was built in the Warring State Period of China
(403 to 221 B.C). This is unbelievable.

The teacher also added that the architecture was
not advanced and during the Qin’s dynasty, the em-
peror forced men to work in Northern China, which
is very cold during the winter. Majority of people, 8
or 9 out of 10 who worked on the project died there;
therefore, there is a story of a legendary lady Meng-
Jiang who was bitter weeping over her husband, one
of the laborers, moved parts of the wall to collapse.

I think building the Great Wall was a mega proj-
ect and it is sad that a lot of people sacrificed their

lives for this historic project.

Lesson 10: Yang Ming Shan National Park

There is an amazing tourist attraction called
Yang Ming Shan National Park. Every spring during
the flower season, tourists gather on Yang Ming Shan
to adore its blossoming flowers and its amazing scen-
eries. Every year between February and March when

the temperature starts to rise, Cherry blossom and

Rhododendron compete to blossom. The red, white

and thousands of other colors of flowers on the na-
tional park create an imagery of an ocean filled with
flowers. A lot of people visit the Yang Ming Shan
National Park during the weekends of spring time,
making it one of the best places to visit during the
weekend in the spring time.

Each season of the Yang Ming Shan National
Park has different scenery. During spring, the park
offers scenery of flowers blossoming, butterflies
dancing gracefully in the air and bees harvesting
honey. During summer, when the weather is cool, the
waterfall splashes. Standing under the waterfall pro-
vides a cool sensation for the tourists. The fall of the
park offers another amazing scenery as white silver
grass flowers blossom and spread all over the nation-
al park, while maple leaves turn red, creating scenery
full of red leaves and white flowers. During winter,
the chilly wind from the north east brings along soft
snow flakes to the summit of the park, creating white
and silver snowing scenery.

Between May and June, there is an amazing
scenery, that thousand of butterflies dance in groups
between the valleys of the mountain. A lot of tour-
ists purposely visit the national park for this scenery.
Tourists were fascinated as they see such scene. If
you ever go to the Yang Ming Shan National Park,
you will think it is an excellent tourist attraction. The
national park of Northern Taiwan, Yang Ming Shan

National Park welcomes you!
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