Chinese and Culture

Louis Chor

Translated by the author from the Chinese, with slight textual changes.
Originally published as “Zhong wen yu wen hua” in The Canadian Chinese Times, a weekly
Chinese community newspaper in Edmonton, Canada, on April 11% 2002,
Corrections to some information in the original essay are given as endnotes.

The original Chinese essay follows this translation.

According to the English newspaper Edwmonton Journal, Chinese newspapers in
the United States would start to be printed in the horizontal text direction [as a
change from the present vertical text direction]. This news made me feel much
perplexed. Having recovered from this shock, I decided to render grievance into
words. Whether it is vertical or horizontal, the text direction may not seem to affect
the general taste. But since what this involves is a cultural issue, it deserves serious

consideration.

It is said that because the early Chinese characters were written in ink on
bamboo strips, therefore unlike other written languages which move horizontally
trom left to right or from right to left, Chinese characters naturally proceed from top
to bottom, with columns of characters moving from right to left, forming the
tradition.! As T understand, among the thousands of languages in the world today,
there are no languages, other than Chinese, Japanese and Korean of former times,
which have vertical written scripts.”? We do not treasure this unique written
manifestation of the language, but instead discard it like worn-out shoes. Yet on the
other hand, we are talking nonstop about promoting and glorifying Chinese cultural
heritages. Would this stance seem logically tenable? Under the influence of Western
culture for over a hundred years, there is nothing to be criticised that most people
have been accustomed to write Chinese horizontally from left to right. However, in
printed Chinese, computerisation allows for either vertical or horizontal layout as a
matter of choice. On the principle of upholding our indigenous cultural heritages,
what is more worthwhile than using vertical print layout? Perhaps some people think



that the horizontal text direction is a world trend, so written and printed Chinese
should go along with this global current. Actually, globalisation is nothing but global
Westernisation. What concerns me is the waning of the Chinese language heritage.

More and more I find that the people who can best preserve the heritage of
Chinese characters are the Japanese. Japanese characters — be it kanji, hiragana or
katakana — were all born from Chinese characters. This was probably in the time of
China’s Tang dynasty [618-907 CE] about 1,200 or 1,300 years ago. While the
advanced technological achievements of Japan today are beyond doubt, eight or nine
out of ten publications in Japan, especially in the humanities, are printed in the vertical
text direction. Even reference tools such as dictionaries are no exception to this
general practice. Technological advance has not resulted in any disdain for the
language tradition of their own nation. For many years I have been working in
libraries in Hong Kong and Canada, and have the opportunity of regularly handling
Chinese and Japanese publications. I am impressed by the quality of printing and
binding of Japanese publications. This is a comment of conscience, not a flattery
tavouring a country not my own. Comparing the quality of the history dictionary
Kokushi Daigjiten |Grand dictionary of national history] in vertical text published in
Japan with the history dictionary Zhongguo 1.i Shi Da Ci Dian [Grand dictionary of
Chinese history] in horizontal text published in China, I feel ashamed to face our

so-called 5,000-year civilisation.’

Westernised Chinese has other aspects besides the arrangement and layout of
the characters. In grammar, for instance, there is the common practice of
unnecessarily adding tense structure to verbs, such as adding the character “jiang”
before a verb to indicate a future action or appending the character “le” to a verb to
denote a past action.* This is like adding legs to it when drawing a snake. In the
process, the crisp, subtle and free-flowing style of expression intrinsic to the Chinese
language is being eroded. In his essay “Wen xue yu xuan xue: guan yu Lzngshan”
[“Literature and Mysticism: About Sox/ Mountain”], Gao Xingjian gives us his
thoughtful views on the unique features of the Chinese language and the
phenomenon of Europeanised Chinese.

Whenever I come across horizontal Chinese or Westernised Chinese, I ponder:
Why does the Chinese language always have to emulate Western languages? Have



Western languages ever adopted the traditional style and grammar of Chinese? The
answers are always not affirmative. Therefore, I will still keep on maintaining the
heritage of the Chinese language, in the same way as other peoples are respecting and
embracing their own language heritages. The foundation of culture is language. The
essence of language is writing and its written form. At the time when many countries
are working hard to protect their own cultures, are we not heading in the reverse
direction?

Notes

1Subsequent to the writing of this essay, I began to harbour the thought that the vertical text
direction of Chinese characters is not the result of using bamboo strips as the writing medium in the
earliest days of character invention. This bamboo strips idea is still commonly held. I tried to prove the
tallacy of this idea in my essay “Left-to-Right or Right-to-Left? An Inquiry into the Text Direction of
Chinese Characters,” Journal of East Asian Libraries, no. 155 (October 2012): 29-36. Those narrow
bamboo strips were merely human artefacts prepared from bamboo trees to contain the columns of
characters in the preferred top-to-bottom style, just like shoes are artefacts we make to fit our feet, and
not the other way round.

2Later I learnt that the Mongolian language also has a vertical script, but with columns of
characters or letters proceeding from left to right. The Manchu written language also seems to have the
vertical layout.

3Actually, for the Chinese history dictionary, I was referring to the condensed version in two
volumes. The full version from the same publisher, comprising fourteen volumes, was published from
1983 to 2000. The Japanese history dictionary was published from 1979 to 1997 in seventeen volumes.

4Although not having any linguistic knowledge, as I understand there is no tense structure as
such in the Chinese language. The temporal or time dimension of verbal and written discourses is given
in, and understood from, the context and situation.

>Gao Xingjian is the Nobel laureate in literature of 2000, probably best known for his novel
Lingshan, which was translated into English as Sou/ Mountain. The essay, originally a speech delivered at
the University of Stockholm, was published as a chapter in his book Me: You Zhu Yi [Without isms|
(Xianggang: Tian di tu shu you xian gong si, 2000).

— Translation with notes added, August 31 2016
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