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​Introduction to Volume Thirteen – Culture and Nature, Individual and Community
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IN TODAY'S WEST, culture is often opposed to nature, individual to community. This stands in contrast to Chinese thought where, under normal conditions, these pairs are not in opposition, but rather are complementary to each other. The standard Western academic view of Chinese culture as based on the community, versus the West as based on the individual, already betrays the problem: the very distinction is Western, not Chinese. The Chinese individual is loftier than that of the Western academic's selfish rationalism – going back to Hobbes, to escape the self-centered war of all against all only in virtue of reason. Chinese thought is the opposite, the war of all against all is against one's nature, and when individuals are properly brought up and find enlightenment within, they will understand their own nature to be substantially in harmony with the community, and with nature. Culture itself is in harmony with nature, not opposed to it. The true individual in harmony with community lives in a culture in harmony with nature. There is no need for an abstract reasoning process to overrule a selfish desire, since the education process eliminates or brings up that desire. In the Chinese context, reason is in a unity with properly educated desire. The selfish individual is simply a poorly educated individual. If abstract reason is needed to rescue him, perhaps the problem is at a deeper level. If this individual is indeed the norm in the West, and the cult of abstract reason is the required cure, maybe we should be discussing what is wrong with moral education in the West. 

The word culture is itself misleading, used as it is now to refer to artifacts that humans create in distinction from what comes to be naturally. The term itself, in this usage, is of nineteenth century coinage. A term meaning culture is absent from both classical Greek thought and classical Chinese thought. They possessed what we call cultural artifacts, but never saw a need for a term to capture them as a class. Instead, the predominant focus for classical Greece and China was the human inner spirit, a moral sense, internal enlightenment that activates the inner sense of fairness and human decency. Since it is this inner moral core of human decency that inspires the external cultural works of art, the Western idea of culture would be misleading. The essence of culture is moral education. The genus that captures things like paintings, novels, architecture, and music is not culture, but moral education, inner enlightenment. 

In the context of culture as inner enlightenment through education, tradition and continuity with the past become central. Human virtue is not an abstract logical formula, but an acquisition prepared for by thousands of years of human thought, the layering of ideals of human goodness into human institutions. Nature is not the antithesis of culture, but its inspiration, the prototype of humanity that is sublated, in the sense we find in Klaus Vieweg's essay, in the process of cultural development, the construction of institutions to educate, to bring about inner enlightenment. Culture changes nature, corrects it, but does not oppose it. In his Physics, Aristotle said that “art (technē) completes that which nature is unable to achieve, and it imitates nature.” (Physics 199a) Nothing says more about the Greek focus on paideia, cultural upbringing in the broadest senses, than the fact that most if not all of Plato's dialogues are centered on paideia in one of its many senses. Today, the modern equivalent to paideia would be a rarely-seen and tiny sub-field in academic philosophy.

Today's understanding of culture corresponds to the period of modern science, classifying reality by categories imposed by a theorizing collective subject. The theory that has replaced knowledge drawn from lived experience has given us modern science and technology. For this we are all grateful. But it may be that our human future depends equally, if not more, on another sort of knowledge, one grounded in a long tradition of human moral education in a close interaction with nature. Abstract reason stands in stark contrast to this knowledge grounded in educated human desire in such a way that culture is not separate from nature, nor individual from community.

The harmony of individual to community and of culture to nature is a theme in many of the pieces in this volume of Chinese Literature and Culture. That is especially the case, I think, in the stories of Chen Jiyi and Yu Hua, stories depicting a cold society where the individual is alienated from the community, from other individuals, and from nature. But in a positive sense, it is the message of Yan Xi Zao's “Buried in Peace.” In all of these stories, the vision of humanity appears in stark contrast to the ideal commonly depicted in today's Western culture of group identity and struggle through antagonism with opposing identity groups, antagonism towards tradition, antagonism towards nature.

This volume includes three translated fiction stories. “In Company With a Depression Sufferer,” by Chen Jiyi, is a story of two migrants trying to make it in the industrial metropolis of Beijing. As the hero, Chen Chao, cares for the younger Ma Qi, he slowly understands the reasons for Ma Qi's mental anguish in a way that, perhaps, goes far deeper than the problems of the moral decadence of the modern economic center. 

In Yu Hua's “A Long Journey From Home at Eighteen,” the hero, on his way into the world in search of an inn, meets the world's cold reality, but finally finds his inn in a least suspected place. 

“Buried in Peace,” by Yan Xi Zao, tells the inspiring story of a girl's return home to the countryside during Spring Festival with the sad task of taking her final leave of her dying grandmother, but in the process she gains an understanding of herself, her place in the world, and her connection to tradition.

We include two auto-biographical essays by Chinese writers: “Self-analysis,” by Zhuang Jiamin, is a narrative of a Chinese girl with a fascination for reading romance novels as she deals with discipline from parents she also loves. It is also the generation gap being traversed by today's China, yet grounded in tradition. “My Childhood,” by Li Huiyin, tells about a girl raised in the Chinese countryside by her aunt. 

“The Expressivity of Chinese Instrumental Music,” by a professional piano player and music teacher, Kevin Nan Gan, presents the expressive aspect of Chinese music by carefully leading the reader through a model Chinese instrumental piece. 

Klaus Vieweg's “The Taint of Determinateness – The East and Buddhism from the perspective of Hegel” is an important study on the importance of Hegel's thought for a union of West and East, Buddhism in particular. The core ideas are crucial, I think, for understanding, at a philosophical level, the potential for a union between China and the West thought.

My first thanks go to Craig Gallup, who put well over a year of work into this issue. Secondly, I want to thank Zhou Shengjie, who assisted me tirelessly with numerous fine points in the translation of two of the stories, and contributed no small degree to my own critical essay. We are grateful to fiction writers Chen Jiyi, Yu Hua, and Yan Xi Zao for allowing us to translate and publish their creations, and to Liu Zhiting, Zhang Yu, and Tan Chunli for their part in the translation of the three stories. Thanks to other contributors for their submissions. I especially want to thank Klaus Vieweg for allowing us to publish his recent scholarship dealing with the intersection between Eastern and Western thought in Hegel, a topic that is certain to be crucial for the future of human culture.
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​A Note on the Translations
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THE TRANSLATION OF each of the three stories was the product of a team of two or three translators. The listing of translators has nothing to do with establishing a first or second translator. It is very unfair to try to decide who the primary translator is. All translators worked with both Chinese and English texts. (In addition to the translators, there were several proofreaders, both Chinese and Western, who are not mentioned.) 

Our basis for translation (also suggested in my essay for this volume) was fidelity to the literary work in all aspects: style, terseness of expression, beauty, cultural meaning, and with attention to replicating the various literary tropes that are the creation of the original – within the scope that this is possible in consideration of other features of fidelity. Fidelity to readability is also a consideration that literature by its very nature is not the language of everyday speech or business, and thus presents difficulties, even in the original, that must be preserved as the core of creativity itself, not erased by some imagined translator creativity. When a Western reader picks up a Chinese novel, he has already decided to enter the realm of literature (not the realm of business English) and that of a foreign culture that will in other respects be different. He has chosen to expand his cultural horizons, not reinforce them. With any respect to the original work of art and the culture contained in it, the text must be translated faithful to the cultural transmission, not reculturalized as a new story by whimsical translator creativity. To give just one example, 他妈的 simply cannot be translated as “god damn,” as is often done in literary translation, as clearly the latter concerns a religion that, in general, the Chinese don't even have, while the former is something vulgar about the mother. It may be more faithfully rendered as “mother fuck,” or some such. 
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A Note from Assistant Editor Zhou Shengjie
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I AM A GRADUATE OF Guangdong University of Foreign Studies. Last November, Timothy Huson asked for my help because a translator of one of the translation teams quit with the bulk of revision still remaining. I took the task, and since then I have participated in the translation revision process of the other stories. I want to say something about each of them.

"In Company With a Depression Sufferer" makes me think of the hikikomori in Japan, avoiding social contact and confining themselves in small closed spaces to escape society. Like Ma Qi, the depression suffering migrant to Beijing, the hikikomori have no career, no human interaction, no dreams, no love. This story helps me understand the mood of the marginalized populations, how they gradually transform from the mainstream to the margins of society. When the society is sick, the individuals can not be spared.

I hope the boy in the "A Long Journey From Home at Eighteen" can always be kind. I hope the next time he encounters a wicked person, he will still have the courage to defend justice. Even if the reality is cold, at least his heart is warm.

"Buried in Peace" touched me deeply. I didn’t feel so moved by the story until my grandma passed away this June. It seems that Yan Xi Zao had written what I myself was thinking during this recent half year. In the past, every time I got home, my grandma would welcome me at the door. But last time I hurried back, only to see her feebly lying in the bed. My heart thumped because I never thought that my grandma would get old and die. Just as the scene is described in Yan's story, later she was unable to swallow anything and then death came. Because this story is so real to me, it deeply resonated with me.

Thanks to Timothy Huson for his trust and tolerance. I insisted on doing this and was moved by the seriousness of the team. We were never satisfied until we could provide the utmost faithful translations of high literary quality. As late as July, we were still discussing and revising the translation of idioms. Through this experience, my previous misunderstanding of translation method now takes a new form – a genuine literary translation does not allow or consist in explanation from translators, but rather it delivers the original as faithfully as possible in all of the many ways in which it can be faithful.
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​Chinese Stories in Translation
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​In Company with a Depression Sufferer 
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BY CHEN JIYI​

(translators: Zhou Shengjie, Liu Zhiting, Timothy Huson)

Me and Ma Qi get a car ride to the land on the outskirts of Beijing. On the Beijing outskirts, the leaves of the white poplars have withered and are drifting down, cold fog enshrouds the earth, faintly visible are some buildings under construction, scaffolding erected, leaden, from where, under huge crosses, there comes the hissing sizzle of an electric saw cutting steel plates, as if someone were rebelling. Ma Qi says, Let’s go a bit further, I can’t bear the noise. I think he does need peace, so coming back again to the ramshackle highway, with shovels in hand, we use the shovels to block a small bus bound for more distant outskirts.

The small bus is contracted to a private operator. The ticket boy asks us: “To Song Village?”

Ma Qi shakes his head: “We’ll get out halfway.”

No telling why that man is smiling, he says: “You two look quite like the artists in Song Village.”

Ma Qi responds: “Does Song Village have any artists wanting to die?”

That man doesn’t speak any more. The bus gathers speed. Our gaze is riveted on the windowpane of the bus, we are searching for a place where we can bury someone in the earth without arousing any objection. This kind of place we find at the confluence of a river and a highway. This is a deserted place, as large as a soccer field, cluttered with garbage, soil, rubble and industrial waste. Its dirty, messy, bumpy slope is overgrown with dead weeds. I find there is even a blooming morning glory, though the morning glory has already lost all of its leaves.

How is here? Ma Qi says he really likes this place. He says, Bury me in this area, and absolutely nobody will interfere. I also think so. This is a relatively peaceful place, suitable for Ma Qi to have a sound sleep, here, the commotion of the stream of traffic is drowned out by the commotion of the stream of water, the fall of the stream of water caused by a floodgate not far away. Here nobody will interfere, unlike in the city, also unlike in the country, only here it belongs to Ma Qi.

Ma Qi was a distant relative of my friend Yong Liang. My friend Yong Liang had a straightforward personality, had a very good job, and took part in public service activities in his spare time, and he took pleasure in helping people. Now Yong Liang had died, and Ma Qi was still alive. He had left Ma Qi to me.

“You must pay good attention to him, he suffers from severe depression.” At that time, Yong Liang had only one breath left, but he was still thinking about how Ma Qi could go on living. I didn’t understand him, and impatiently said: “You just have peace of mind setting out on your journey, Ma Qi has me to look after him!” My friend suddenly opened his eyes wide, he was still wanting to warn me about something, but he began to twitch and, pinching my hand like pliers painfully gripping me, he died.

You know what? After Yong Liang’s death, Ma Qi moved to live here with me. I would quite soon go crazy. The whole day, twenty-four hours, he was down in spirits, feeling vexed and sad.

“Someone jumped from a building today.”

“Yeah?”

“I saw it on television, that person hadn’t yet jumped, and over a thousand people had gathered below, all of them waiting for him to jump as soon as possible... they actually booed....”

“He could have not jumped.”

“But he jumped anyway. He didn’t want to end his life, he just wanted to end his pain. But he jumped anyway.”

I had nothing to say, and I didn’t want to talk about death with him. But I heard it anyway, “Once someone wants to commit suicide, he will always want to commit suicide.... Suicide is the end after a process of meticulous preparation.” He repeatedly murmured such words, like a half-dead person. He had wanted to commit suicide for many years. He had a laptop, in which he had collected many ways to commit suicide. One day, he dragged me in front of the computer and wanted me to help him choose a way to commit suicide, and I saw a person with a gliding Adam’s apple, his hand grasping a noose, he stood on a stool, on his tiptoes, he repeated the action of hanging himself n times.

Boring! You are too empty!

But Ma Qi sneered....

I turned off the media player. I couldn’t understand him. The calendar on the wall was covered with the red checks he marked on the dates when he was going to leave the world. The intervals between these dates were getting shorter and shorter. How could I not be scared? When I went to work, I would feel uneasy all day long, in my mind thinking that, when I came back from work, I would push open the door of the room and see Ma Qi dead....

Thinking of Ma Qi’s death, thinking of his already whitish dead-fish-like eyes, thinking of his stiff body, tightening due to death, how sad I was! Everyone has but one life! But Ma Qi never died, and this surprised me. In what way would he choose to end himself? Many times, I couldn’t help but think about it.

The advantage of hanging oneself is its easy operation, assuming that the rope won’t break. But Ma Qi was very likely to choose to commit suicide by slitting his wrists, because this was one of the “peaceful and painless” ways of dying Ma Qi yearned for. But this was also not absolute, for if he did not understand respecting others’ feelings and insisted on pursuing a heroic effect, putting a kitchen knife on his upturned neck, the situation would not be extremely encouraging! Just try to imagine it, at the very moment when the desperate Ma Qi cuts open his neck artery with a knife, he also severs his throat! Fresh blood, that’s poof-poof bubbling champagne-like fresh blood, ah, it spurts along with wheezing bubbles all the way to the ceiling!

I was nearly driven crazy!... On the one hand, I was worried that Ma Qi would take advantage of my absence to die in the room, die with things out of order. On the other hand, I also couldn’t accept that he, after sketching one meticulous plan after another for his death, was still alive! I despised him for wanting to die but lacking resolve, like a sissy! I really wanted to ask him, Mother fuck, every few days on the calendar you plan your suicide, what sense does it make? If you don’t have the courage to die, just be well-behaved and live! Who are you doing this for? But finally I did not say it, because when I saw him I would once again think of Yong Liang. It was Yong Liang who left Ma Qi to me.

However, I already couldn’t bear that, after so many rehearsals of suicide, Ma Qi was still alive. I am a person whose eyes cannot be rubbed by fine sands. Once, Ma Qi suddenly checked all of the dates on the calendar. Seeing him ruin my calendar like this, I gave him a harsh reprimand, Erase them for me! Every day is the date for suicide, damned luck!... Ma Qi lowered his head, eyes filled with tears. The next day, Ma Qi was bluish white in the face as he walked around in the morning inside his room, his appearance resembling someone who in a few minutes would be dragged out and shot dead by military police. I was in a hurry to go to work, but I was attracted by his soulless look.

I said to Ma Qi: “Ma Qi, I am leaving for work, I’ll be very busy today, and won’t come back home till very late, have a good time here at home, yesterday I had harsh words, sorry.”

Ma Qi’s eyes cast a beam of light in which fear and entreaty were interwoven: “Brother Chen... You just stay, I’m leaving....”

His voice was very slight and, pretending to have heard nothing, I went downstairs, in my mind thinking that he may go to jump from a building, have a car crash, drown himself, burn himself, or electrocute himself.... Anyway, because I had thought of these, I didn’t want to go to work anymore. I walked to a small market across the street, and bought a ten-yuan telescope. When paying, I really wanted to say to the wispy-whiskered vendor, Come along with me to watch someone commit suicide! But I thought I shouldn’t say such words to a stranger, then I silently went across from the residential building where I lived. Through the telescope, I saw that the window of the small apartment I rented was closed tight. This made me feel more or less disappointed.

Am I too cruel? As I was thinking this, my cell phone rang.

“Hey! Where the mother fuck are you? There are two clients waiting for you!”

“Right away, right away, traffic jam on the road.”

I had to go to work, go to see the boss – that psychopath back from studies in Japan – he did not sleep, had no family, a mouthful of corporate culture. He required us to wear matching clothes, cut our hair the same way, and “hai” “hai” like the Japanese do when we meet, and before work, everyone was also required, confronted with a face of unexpectedly deathly flesh, to thump their chest and shout: “I can do it, I can do it! Yeah!” When getting off work, we were also required to gather and learn the corporate spirit of “squeezing one more handful of water out of a dry towel.”

The company was a gift company. In the morning I met several idiotic clients, obviously having come to Beijing to send gifts to build relationships, and I tried to sell them the Great Feng Shui Master. This was a kind of ornament made of jade of inferior quality, a yin-yang eight-trigram picture carved on the surface, sold at the price of thirty-eight thousand yuan. But I knew its cost was less than two thousand. Unexpectedly in one breath they bought twenty of them. At noon, I asked the boss for leave, and the boss asked me, Why are you asking for leave? I lied that my girlfriend was coming to see me from her hometown. The boss said, You just let her come to the company and wait for you! In the afternoon clients will be coming. I said, It is her first time to Beijing, so I have to pick her up. He didn’t agree.

The whole afternoon, I was like an ant on a hot pan, I had never before been in such a panic. I suddenly wanted to stop Ma Qi from dying! Not out of cherishing life, but because of loneliness. But now Ma Qi may already be dead. I felt dizzy, it must be the dead Ma Qi hovering over my head. Ma Qi! Without waiting for the end of the reading group held prior to taking off work, I madly rushed down through the office building.

“Hurry up, hurry up, Liuliqiao!”​[1]

I hurried back by taxi, my mind at sixes and sevens, and as expected, I had not yet arrived at the residential community when I heard the wail of the police car siren.... I saw the building where I lived surrounded, a policeman with a bullhorn evacuating the people from the building, the scene in chaos. Several old ladies rolled down the stairs and fainted.

My arrival immediately drew the attention of a middle-aged woman who lived opposite me, she was running all around randomly, and at the sight of me, as if at the sight of her foe who had perpetrated ten unpardonable crimes, she caught me: “It’s him! It’s him! These outsiders! Terrorists! You want to die, die by drinking pesticide, but why do you come to harm us?”　

“What’s going on? Let go of me!” I was wrathful, only intending to rush upstairs, but was surrounded by more people. “Courting death! Is that what you want to do?!” The police also hurried up there, not distinguishing green from red, black from white, and pinned me down on the ground, till they heard that I was the roommate of the suicidal man, then got rough with me: “Stand up! Got the key? Take it out!”

I handed the key to the police, my hand holding the key shaking: “Is, is anybody dead? Police?” The police ignored me, walking upstairs one after another. At this time, the one answering me was a man with huge bags under his eyes and quite big eyeballs protruding out, as if out of the blue, and moving closer to my ear he spoke: “It’s going to explode! The apartment is full of gas! You don’t know yet?...”

I was scared to the point of nearly collapsing, as if someone had drawn the strength out of my body: “Ma Qi, Ma Qi, you must think on the bright side! I don’t want you to die!”

It turned out that in the afternoon Ma Qi had switched on the gas valve. The stenchy gas had sizzled. The gas had spread through the door crack and then up the staircase, and the upstairs residents had called the police. However, when Ma Qi had finally for once made up his mind to leave the world, unluckily he had been rescued by my timely arrival. When I saw him in the detention center, he was thinner, both eyes dull, and he at first ignored me, then cried. I knew, that was because of shame, and if it were me, I would also feel I had no face to show to anyone.
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