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How to become a 
China specialist

LANGUAGE ON THE TIP OF 
EVERYBODY’S TONGUE

G uy S. Alitto simply dived 
into the vast pool of clas-
sical Chinese when he fi rst 
tried to learn the language 

as an adult in the 1960s, but quickly 
found out that the “sink or swim” 
approach just doesn’t work with the 
language.

Even aft er two years of huffi  ng and 
puffi  ng up the steep slopes of classical 
texts such as the Analects of Confucius 
and Mencius, Alitto, then a graduate 
student majoring in Chinese history at 
the University of Chicago, couldn’t use 
the language to order food at Chinese 
restaurants, and couldn’t even say ni 
hao, or hello, accurately.

“We were supposed to learn modern 
Chinese first and then wen yan wen 
(classical Chinese), but nobody really 
knows how it should work,” said Alitto 
in fl uent Mandarin. He is now professor 
of history at the University of Chicago. 
“At that time, people were not interested 
in less-developed countries like China. 
Chinese was an unpopular subject; few 
people studied it and even fewer knew 
how to teach it.”

Back in the 1960s, hardly any univer-
sities in the United States taught courses 
about China, the exceptions being a 
couple of elite Ivy League schools. But 
even in those establishments, knowl-
edge was limited. Some professors 
could breeze through oracle bones, a 
form of Chinese script consisting of 
characters carved into the shoulder 
bones of oxen or turtle shells, dating 
from the Shang Dynasty (circa 16th 
century-11th century BC), but were 
unable to construct a complete sentence 
in modern Chinese, he added.

Alitto acquired his Chinese name 
from his graduate adviser: Ai Kai, 
which means “optimistic and easily 
contented”. Th e name was apt: “You had 
to be very optimistic to be a sinologist at 
that time,” he admitted.

But now, almost every university in 
the US has courses in Chinese. Alitto’s 
class at the University of Chicago, Intro-
duction to Chinese Civilization, saw 
undergraduate numbers grow to 127 
last year from 70 to 80 just a few years 
ago.

“More students have become inter-
ested in China year-on-year,” he said. 
“If you put the number of students 
studying Chinese and China’s GDP on 
a graph, they match perfectly.

“Just as the song says, ‘The whole 
world is learning Chinese’,” he said, 
quoting the band S.H.E from Tai-
wan. “China’s booming economy has 
attracted the world’s attention and has 
also produced a marvelous growth in 
Chinese studies in the academic fi eld.”

In the 1940s, only 26 people studied 
Chinese language and culture at uni-
versities in the United Kingdom. By the 
1990s, there were 160 China special-
ists working in the UK, 60 percent of 
them conducting research into modern 
China, according to a report from the 
National Research Center of Overseas 
Sinology in Beijing. 

Th e report noted that in 1963 there 
were 33 people in the US with a doc-

torate in Chinese studies. However, 
by 1993, there were more than 10,000 
China specialists working for the gov-
ernment or universities, or in business 
and the media. 

In the 19th century there were no 
academic bodies that specialized in 
Chinese studies in the US, but by 2012, 
the number had reached 250. Currently, 
Harvard University alone boasts more 
than 10 organizations related to Chi-
nese studies. 

“But more important, non-specialists 
have also developed their knowledge 
about China and are interested in Chi-
na. I mean businessmen, school teach-
ers and publishers,” said Ross Terrill, a 
China specialist and research associate 
at Harvard University’s Fairbank Center 
for Chinese Studies. “Knowledge about 
China has moved away from pure 
sinologists. It has jumped out of the box, 
which is excellent, because understand-
ing China involves various disciplines.” 

Terrill said there are many students 
from China on Harvard’s campuses, 
and the Confucius Institutes, govern-
ment-backed centers that promote the 
country and its language, have pro-
moted China for a long time. When 
US nationals travel to South America 
or Africa, they notice the scale of Chi-
nese projects. “China is part of the 
world now, not just a place for sinolo-
gists to study. You can see for yourself,” 
he said. 

Terrill said there are many areas avail-
able to people who want to be China 
specialists. “For instance, we need to 
read more deeply about China. If you 
want to write a doctoral thesis on the 
life of Chiang Kai-shek, we might need 
it, because the picture hasn’t been totally 
fi lled in,” he said. 

He said there are fields that didn’t 
exist 30 years ago, such as Chinese law. 
“Now China is building a legal system. 
People are now able to sue each other. 
But I didn’t even feel that when I was 
a student,” he said. However, foreign 
sinologists should be purely objective, 
according to Terrill. “Th ey cannot be 
like priests announcing a truth with 
authority,” he said. “We only have the 
authority to tell the facts as we find 
them.”

In the 1980s, Terrill published a biog-
raphy of Mao Zedong, the Chinese 
translation of which has sold more than 
1.8 million copies in China. “I think I 
am objective in my book on Mao. Th is 
is the advantage of being a foreign sinol-
ogist,” he said. “But the disadvantage 
was that I didn’t feel fully immersed like 
those people who lived during the Mao 
era. I just tried to understand what Mao 
tried to do, to follow his contradictions, 
achievements and his failures, and also 
draw a picture of Mao as a man and of 
his wife. Chinese readers didn’t know 
a lot about Mao’s personal life until my 
book.”

Opening the doors
China has become more open to 

foreign sinologists during the past few 
decades, said Alitto. When he first 
arrived in Zouping county in Shandong 
province for a fi eld study in the 1980s, 
the local government was so wary that it 
told villagers to be careful about talking 
to the foreigner. 

“I didn’t know people were avoid-
ing me, until a boy pointed at me and 
shouted ‘Th at’s him!’ before he ran off ,” 
said Alitto. 

In 2012, he delivered a lecture on 
the Chinese philosopher Liang Shum-
ing and Confucianism, at Beijing 
Foreign Studies University. When he 
walked into the lecture hall, applause 
and cheers burst from the 500-strong 
audience, so Alitto made a bow with 
his hands folded in front, a traditional 
Chinese way of greeting people.

Unlike the old days when he was 
a student, even some high schools in 
the US teach Chinese now and people 
can easily visit or live in China. Th e 
digitalization of libraries has also made 
international research much easier, 
he said. Before, he had to travel from 
Chicago to Taiwan to study a docu-
ment that is now available at the click 
of a mouse. 

A lot of academic research conducted 
by Chinese scholars has been prompted 
by foreign sinologists, such as work on 
the Dunhuang manuscripts, a number 
of religious and secular documents dis-
covered in 1900 in caves in Dunhuang 
city in Gansu province, according to Gu 

Jun, a professor of history at the China 
Research Center of Overseas Sinology. 

Gu said foreign sinology also brings 
new ideas and methodologies. For 
instance, some overseas observers don’t 
lavish as much praise on the author Lu 
Xun as Chinese scholars do. Others 
debate the gender of Jia Baoyu, the main 
character in A Dream of the Red Man-
sions, one of China’s four classic novels. 

Meanwhile, some analyze the Ana-
lects of Confucius from a feminist angle. 
“In the famous Confucian saying, ‘If 
three of us are walking together, at least 
one of the others is good enough to be 
my teacher’, feminists will ask if there 
was a woman in the ‘three’, but Chinese 
scholars would never ask a question like 
that,” said Gu. “It’s hard to question the 
classics if you have never thought you 
were able to. I am not saying all of their 
ideas are right, but they have encour-
aged Chinese scholars to think outside 
the box through the new sociological 
research methods they’ve introduced,” 
he said.

Without the language barrier, Chi-
nese scholars enjoy an obvious advan-
tage, but they still need to learn from 
foreign experts and undertake ratio-
nal criticism. The past decade saw a 
development whereby the world paid 
attention to China and in turn China 
promoted its culture, he added.

First founded in 2004, Confucius 
Institutes can now be found in more 
than 100 countries and regions and 
have more than 500,000 registered stu-
dents across the world.

In the past five decades, China’s 
Foreign Language Press has published 
approximately 20,000 books, ranging 
from novels and politics to scholarly 
research, in 43 languages in more than 
100 countries, around 40 million copies 
in total. 

“I am worried that people are paying 
too much attention to China’s booming 
economy, rather than its history, culture 
and traditions. Most students turn to 
China in search of better opportunities. 
But once the economic boom stops, 
Chinese studies will decline,” said Gu.

Ralph Weber, a senior researcher and 
lecturer of Chinese philosophy at the 
University of Zurich in Switzerland, 
said China’s economic success should 
not be the only reason for people to 
study it. 

“It’s just like when Japan’s economy 
was stronger, Japanese studies boomed 
for a while. Before that, there were 
few non-European history classes in 
Switzerland, but now we have many. 
Th is is a major change and a healthy 
development,” he said. 

He said sinological studies were 
conducted worldwide before China 
achieved its current position and so 
it’s incorrect to say a culture is only 
worth studying because it is power-
ful. “People shouldn’t be utilitarian,” 
he said. “Other cultures, like African 
culture, are worth studying, even if no 
one says they are on the rise.”
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First, learn Chinese. Even 
if you read a lot about 
China or live in China, 
you won’t understand the 
society and the interac-
tion around you because 
of the language barrier, 
and the language itself is 
part of the culture.

Second, it depends what 
area you most want to 
understand. So, pick a 
fi eld and read related 
books. I am looking for 
students with a passion 
for Chinese studies. 
Only with passion will 
you overcome barriers, 
such as the language. I 
was older than 20 when 
I fi rst tried to learn Chi-
nese, but I liked it so 
much, I made it.
Guy S. Alitto professor of 
history at the University of 
Chicago

Read a lot, and be criti-
cal about what you read, 
even if the author is very 
famous or a professor 
you respect. It’s not a 
good idea to just read 
best sellers such as Chi-
na Can Say No, which is 
not about international 
politics, just a book peo-
ple want to make money 
out of. Good books are 
usually not so popular. 
Don’t read books with 
sensational titles, and be 
careful about listening to 
so-called experts, who 
think they know a lot 
about China. You’d be 
better off  reading more 
for yourself.
Ralph Weber senior researcher 
and lecturer at the University of 
Zurich

First, you have to be 
interested in China and 
Chinese culture. And I 
mean really interested, 
not just because it will 
bring you business op-
portunities. All famous 
sinologists are obsessed 
with Chinese culture, 
such as the US sinolo-
gist Stephen Owen, who 
devoted his life to the 
study of ancient Chinese 
poetry.

Second, live in China for 
a while, if possible. I re-
searched US sinologists 
from the 1930s, includ-
ing John King Fairbank. 
Th ey all had one thing in 
common; they all lived 
in Beijing for a while. 
Some of them started 
the earliest Chinese 
study institutes in the 
United States when they 
returned. So, I would 
recommend people to 
live in China, live with 
Chinese people, enjoy 
Peking opera, and take 
classes at Chinese uni-
versities. As for books, I 
recommend the works 
of Lu Xun and Chinese 
classics such as A Dream 
of the Red Mansions 
if you are interested in 
Chinese literature.
Gu Jun professor of history at 
the China Research Center of 
Overseas Sinology

Follow your passion; 
there’s plenty of room 
for people who want to 
study China.
Ross Terrill China special-
ist and research associate at 
Harvard’s Fairbank Center for 
Chinese Studies

The increase in the number of students majoring in Chinese studies has 
accompanied the country’s economic rise, as Peng Yining reports from Beijing.

Guy S. Alitto interviews the Chinese philosopher Liang Shuming in Beijing in this 1980s fi le photo. PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY
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Some British children learn how to make paper cuts at a Chinese culture 
summer camp in Xi’an, the capital of Shaanxi province.


