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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 Ancient classics and historical documents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 : Learning Chinese Calligraphy

Teacher taught us to write calligraphy today. We
were happy and we took out “Four Treasures of the
Study™ as soon as the class began.

Firstly I ground ink, and then I had my ink
brush dipped with ink to write. The tip of the ink
brush was soft, so my writing ended up being messy
the moment I started to write.

Teacher was not happy with my writing, so he
came and helped out.

Teacher said, “The essence of calligraphy lies
in the wielding of an ink brush. There used to be
a calligraphist named Wang Xi-zhi; he learned the
best way of wielding an ink brush from how geese
swam.”

Teacher explained as he held up an ink brush
and taught. Teacher said, “The index finger is like the
head of a goose rising up high. Use the middle fin-
ger and the thumb to hold the stalk of an ink brush,
bringing an image of goose wings. Ring finger and
little finger are used as the function of a goose feet,
hiding below water surface to control directions.
Because when a goose swims, it presents perfect co-
ordination, bringing beautiful posture; as the same
method applied to calligraphy, we have to have our
fingers well coordinated.

We followed teacher’s instructions and imag-
ined my hand as a goose, and so my hand was ‘obe-
dient’ and T wrote smoothly.

Teacher also taught us to write “7k” because
the character was composed of eight strokes, which
contained all strokes in Chinese. As long as we could
write “7” well, we were able to learn all the strokes
in Chinese.

After the instructions, I found writing calli-
graphy easy. As long as I practiced more often, I be-
lieved that I could write beautiful calligraphy.

Lesson 2 : Tai Chi Chuan

Chinese kung fu has been well known through-
out the world. There are types of legendary Chinese
kung fu, such as the Tie Bu Shan@® that can defend
against anything. the Tie Sha Zhang@ that allows
you to cut log and stone with bare hands, as well as

Qing Gong® that allows you to jump over the roof

without much efforts, etc. The above-mentioned mar-
tial arts were best known: unfortunately, those skills
failed to be passed on.

However, one kung fu named Tai chi chuan,
which aims to overcome the hardness (yang) by the
softness (yin). is still popular around the world. Its
feature is to exert a force through a borrowed force
so as to parry. It now also gradually becomes one of
the martial arts for health maintenance. You must not
be restless and to be calm when practicing Tai chi
chuan. Be soft and gentle when making motions and
breathe in a natural way. If you have done it right,
you could have been drenched in sweat despite its
slow movement.

Doctors believed that practicing Tai chi chuan
could prevent chronic diseases, such as high blood
pressure and heart attacks.

In Taiwan on every sunny day, as long as you
wake up early and walk in the park, you can see
groups of elders, wearing light shoes, slowly prac-
ticing Tai chi chuan. If you would also like to learn
some Tai chi chuan, why not go home and ask your

grandfather, for he might have some ideas of it, too.
@Invincible Shirt or Iron Shirt, a kind of martial art.
@TIron Palm. a kind of martial art.

®Light body skill, a kind of martial art.

Lesson 3 : Taiwan Folk Games

I had a Zhu Qing Ting® made of a bamboo
sheet and a chopstick from my grandfather. T held it
in my palms and rolled and spun it hard and let it go;
it then “took off” and turned about.

I also had a Jianzi® with feathers fixed into
a rubber sole. T always played it with my younger
brother in the yard. I was a good player because I
could balance it in the air for up to about ten kicks.
When I was playing, my younger brother would
squat and watch beside; as he counted, his eyeballs
rolled up and down with the shuttlecock, as if he was
praying for balance loss so that he could be in his
turn playing.

When we took turn playing Jianzi, my older sis-
ter would play diabolo beside. She kept a big diabolo
suspended on the string, which is fixed to two hand-
sticks on both ends, and then pulled the string up and
down that the friction caused it to roll and buzz. As
she repeatedly lifted one of the handsticks, the speed

increased, so did the buzzing sound.



She can also spin a top. She tangled a top with
a string and pulled the string hard to spin the top. It
turned so fast and stable that it did not even topple
after I had some water back from the house.

The Zhu Qing Ting, Jianzi, diabolo, as well as
the top all belonged to old folk games. My family

and T all like them.

Note:

@Bamboo-copter, a traditional toy consists of a pro-
peller on a stick.

®A traditional Asian game in which players aim to
keep a shuttlecock in the air using feet.

Lesson 4 : Tongue Twisted

My younger brother took a slip of paper back
home today. He pointed at the words written on the
paper and asked if T could read them. Here’s what
were written on the paper:

g -+ vy & % f#5-F (Forty-four stone lions )

v T v+ e AR T (Ate forty-four astrin-
gent persimmon fruits)

I thought I understood those words and so I be-
lieved I could read them. When I spoke, I had trou-
bles reading well. T then realized that it was a piece
of tongue twister.

Do you know what is tongue twister? Tongue
twister is a phrase with similar pronunciations de-
signed to get your tongue ‘twisted’ if you fail to ar-
ticulate fluently. In case you had difficulty pronounc-
ing some particular sounds, you certainly could not
deal with some tongue twisters. My brother knew
that I could not read “¥ 4 7 and “ T + L clearly,
and so he gave me such a test.

I thought for a while and gave him a tongue-
twister test, too, because he could not read “ % > and
“ % properly, either. Here’s the test I gave to him:

Fo i3 3% % £ (The monk climbed up a pagoda
with the soup )

BL 55 TR 35 7 #5 (The slippery steps caused the
soup to spill and burned the pagoda)

As expected, he could not read well, either.

Tongue twisters are so interesting. I will always
practice different tongue twisters to enhance tongue
flexibility. T am sure I will pronounce words more ac-

curately.

Lesson 5 : My Taiwanese Friends

I love Taiwan because I have many good friends

there.

Although they are all in different sizes— tall,
short, stout or slim— they are all energetic and pas-
sionate.

Taiwanese are polite. When meeting friends,
they warmly greet them to show friendliness and
care. They sincerely bow and greet to extend con-
cerns when they meet senior citizens.

Taiwanese are also very hospitable. They warm-
ly welcome and attend houseguests with open arms,
and treat them with the best dish in the house.

Taiwanese are willing to help, too. They give
out their best to help their friends when they have
difficulties. In busy seasons, people work together;
during harvest hours, everyone celebrates and enjoys
the pleasure together.

Taiwanese are very lucky that they are blessed
with water, fish, paddy fields and crops, so it is in-
deed a good place to live in. Just like the Philippines,
although typhoons and earthquakes sometimes strike,
Taiwanese are always able to bravely stand up soon.

I am willing to keep an everlasting friendship

with my Taiwanese friends.

Lesson 6 : Bamboo

We had a piece of ink and wash painting® on
our living room wall. My grandfather always sat on
sofa and admired it.

One time as my younger brother and T sat beside
my grandfather, my grandfather pointed at the paint-
ing and asked, “Is it beautiful?”

I said, “It is just a painted bamboo. Nothing spe-
cial.” My younger brother nodded and agreed.

My grandfather said, “Do not underestimate it.
An ordinary thing has an extraordinary side.”

I then again carefully observed the bamboo on
the painting and still could not find anything special.

However, my younger brother said, “I got it.
Bamboo is not ordinary because it can be of great
use. Its stalk can be made into furniture, straw mats
and its leaves can be served as rice dumpling wrap-
pings, as well. Also, bamboo sprouts are edible.”

Grandfather smiled and said., “That makes
sense, but I like bamboo not because it is useful.
Do you know that the bamboo stalk has nodes and
is hollow? The hollowness symbolizes humbleness.

Its nodes mean integrity. Both are the characteristics
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of righteous people and those are the extraordinary
things out of the ordinary. So, many artists like to
paint bamboo.”

Grandfather’s eyes were still glued to the paint-
ing when he was talking, as if he was attracted by the
painting.

Now I understood why grandfather loved the

painting so much.

Note:

®An East Asian type of brush painting, also known
as wash painting.

Lesson 7 : Plum Blossoms

Teacher taught me a song named “Plum Blos-
som” today. I sang it to my older sister when I re-
turned home:

“Plum flower blossoms everywhere

The colder it gets, the more it blossoms

Its perseverance symbolizes

Our great ancient cultures”™

When I just started to sing, my older sister un-
expectedly followed up. She had already learned the
song.

Then my mom smiled and said, “I can sing this
song, too. I can also sing another piece of ‘Plum
Blossom.’”

Both my older sister and I were happy, so we
clapped hands to invite mom’s singing.

The melody was good, while mom’s voice was
even better. Here were the lyrics:

“I have been to many countries

Being homeless to wander the corners of the
world

I have seen many famous flowers

But my favorite one goes to the lovely plum
blossoms™

After singing, mom drew a plum flower on a
sheet of paper.

Mom said that it was extremely cold up in the
north during the winter, and all the plants withered
except plum blossoms. Despite the icy wind and the
snowy coldness, plum blossoms could bear harsh
conditions and still go blooming, bringing limitless
liveliness to the nature.

I felt touched after hearing it. I thought we real-
ly should learn the perseverance from plum blossoms

and the colder-it-gets-more-it-blossoms spirit.

Lesson 8 : “Talented” And “Showing the
Great Ability at the Young Age”

One day, teacher and his wife visited us. Mom
showed them a piece of my literature composition.
Teacher’s wife kept praising on my work, saying
that T was “talented” that I could be a literary man.
Teacher was happy upon hearing this, saying, “Of
course he is a ‘promising’ student. He is sure to ‘sur-
pass’ me.” However, Dad just laughed out and said,
“He just showed great ability at the young age.”

One said I was “talented”; another said I “sur-
pass” and was “promising”; still another said I
“showed the great ability at the young age.” What
would those mean?

Seeing I was so confused, they all burst into
laughter. Teacher said, “We just used some idioms.
Being ‘talented’ means you have a wide range of
knowledge and skills. Being ‘promising to surpass’
means you can be better than your teacher through
your own efforts.”

I felt happy upon hearing this, and asked teach-
er, “What about ‘showing the great ability at the
young age?’ Does it mean I am outstanding since I
was young?”

Teacher smiled and remained silent while Dad
hugged my shoulder with his one arm, saying, “The
complete idiom should have been ‘A person who
showed the great ability at a young age might not
grow up to be especially capable.”

I was nervous upon hearing this, so I confirmed
it with teacher.

Teacher smiled and said, “Don’t worry. Your
father was being humble. We all know that you have
been working very hard that you will certainly suc-
ceed in the future.”

I now realized that if we were aware of the ori-
gin of idioms, we were not likely to misunderstand
its meanings simply from words. After knowing the
background story, you will like using the idiom and
get used to using it.

I will learn a lot more background stories about
idioms from now on so that I would not mistake the
negative ones as positive ones, as I had mistaken
“showing the great ability at the young age” to be a

positive one.



Lesson 9 : The Tiger-fighting Hero, Wu
Song

One afternoon in fall, Wu Song was thirsty and
tired on his way. A liquor shop suddenly caught his
attention. The shop had a flag by the door that reads
“Drunken Within Three.”

Wu Song walked into the shop, pointing at the
flag and asking, “What does it mean?” The shopkeep-
er proudly replied, “We serve strong liquor. Anyone
who drinks up to 3 bowls will certainly be drunk and
will not be able to pass through the Jingyang Ridge
ahead.”

Upon hearing this, Wu Song burst out laughing
and said, “How could it be possible to get me drunk?
Serve me some.” And so Wu Song drank 18 bowls
without a stop. After he felt satisfied, he paid the bill
and stood up, tapping his belly, and was about to
brave out the adventure.

The anxious shopkeeper instantly dragged him,
saying, “Stop. stop. There is a big tiger in the Jing-
yang Ridge. It has killed about 30 people. You’d bet-
ter go with others tomorrow morning.”

Wu Song turned down his kindness for staying
him, so he shook his head and threw off the shop-
keeper and braved his way ahead.

As the drunken Wu Song walked into groves, he
saw the sun was setting, so he found a huge rock and
was ready to sleep on the top of it. The moment he
lay down, the big tiger in the groves pounced on him
at once.

Wu Song was frightened, and so he made a
right-hand turn. The tiger missed its target and
growled. It turned back and made another pounce.
Wu Song dodged and at that instant, he grabbed the
tiger by the neck and thrust the tiger against ground
with 70 or 80 violent punches downward on its head.
When the tiger was killed, he stumbled his way down
the ridge with a serious hangover. From then on, Wu
Song became famous.

My dear friends, do you like this story? This is
the story of Wu Song from the Water Margin@.
Note:

@One of the Four Great Classical Novels of Chinese
literature, along with Romance of the Three King-

doms, the Journey to the West and Dream of the
Red Chamber.

Lesson 10 : The Journey to the West

The Journey to the West is a folk novel written
by Wu Cheng-en in Ming Dynasty. The included sto-
ries are about Xuanzang’s® pilgrimage to the West
to obtain Buddhist religious texts called sutras.

The West refers to India. In the past, transporta-
tion was not developed well, so it was almost impos-
sible to travel from China to India. However, Xuan-
zang traveled miles, overcame obstacles and obtained
sutras out of stubborn belief and perseverance in the
end.

The most appealing part in the novel comes to
the appearance of Xuanzang’s disciples- Sun Wu-
kong born from a mythical stone, lop-eared Zhu Ba-
jie, as well as the river-ogre, Sha Wujing.

Sun Wukong is talented and clever. He knows
72 transformations. He also has superb speed that
he can travel 108,000 1i® in one somersault. He is
naughty and loves to play tricks, yet he symbolizes
truth and justice. He is also a capable fighter against
any demons or evil spirits.

Zhu Bajie is a fat and lop-eared pig characte-
rized by his prominent snout. He always gets himself
into trouble by his laziness and the lust of pretty
women, so Xuanzang always blames him.

Sha Wujing is red-haired. He has black face,
glowing eyes and a necklace consists of nine skulls. He
always walks a white horse and accompanies Xuan-
zang.

It is a long way to India. Tougher and tougher
evil spirits turned up one after another along the way.
However, three disciples protected Xuanzang and
braved forward, so they finally achieved and obtained
the sutras. Upon reading this part, readers cannot but
hail for their success.

For hundreds of years, The Journey to the West
has been one of the popular novels among Chinese
people, and so Sun Wukong, Zhu Bajie and Sha Wu-
jing become the characters that are widely known by

everyomne.

Note:

® A famous Chinese Buddhist monk that brought
up the interaction between China and India in the
early Tang period, also known as Tang- sanzang
(“Tang Tripitaka™ monk).

@A traditional Chinese unit of distance which now
has a standardized length of 500 meters or half a
kilometer.
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