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/Lm/ Fables — Pearls of Wisdom

Fables go back to the 14th century BC and the earliest fact that when two parties struggle and fight with each other, it
storytellersin Indiaand Egypt. Eight centurieslater, Aesop, the is often athird party that will benefit.
father of Greek fables, perfected the genrein ancient Greece. In
China, the Warring States period (475-221 BC) saw theflowering
age of thefable. Representatives of various schools of thought
used fables to strengthen their arguments before powerful
patrons, and many notable Chinese fables are attributed to
Mengzi (Mencius), Zhuangzi and Hanfeizi.

Aswith Western fables, Chinese fables also include tales
featuring animals like the Frog, the Fox, the Donkey, the Hare
and the Goat. The animals depicted interact with each other in
ahuman manner, asfor examplein The Frogin the Well and the
Sea Turtle (3F & X #£ 3275 48). In addition, there are alarge
number of narratives with human protagonists: the tales Old

In its broad sense, afableisa short narrative devisedto ~ Fool Moves Mountain (& 24 11) and Breaking Arrows (7
illustrate some useful lesson or some moral truth. The message i) lend substance to the concept of persistence and strength in
or moral can beimplicitly conveyed, or it can be spelled out by unity respectively. Other examples include Waiting for More
the author at the end. In the old days, the fable was a popular Rabbitsto Bump into the Tree (<7 #& /¥ %), which warns against
mode of conveying serious instruction, often in a comic guise. |aziness and greediness. Wthout the Lips, the Teeth WIll Freeze
Whether in the East or the West, a short story illustrating the (/&= & %) stresses the interdependence of things.
human foibles at work in a contemporary situation was a far
more effective and safer means of warning powerful leaders
than levelling open criticism at them.

Like Aesop’s fables, ancient Chinese fables have been
perceived as relevant and worth repesting for many centuries.
These terse, concise stories have become so popular and well

Most of Aesop'sfablesinvolveanimals. Thebirdsand beasts known that many of them have made their way into the Chinese

act and talk much like human beings, but generally keep the Iangu_age. Apart from thog mentioned earlier, fableslike The
principal traits associated with each animal: the fox its cunning, LAl (8 i), LN S ekl A Resiin

thelionitsfierceness, and so on. By clothing menin the guise of (3 %22, and Tugging the Seediingsto Help the Plant Grow

animals, the fabulist could lampoon human folly sefely. Thereader (*tf = Hé’ ) ha"ez E’eoor_"i't‘:]' ogf,‘“c Sily'”gs Th;sg‘: magy
isleft to draw his own conclusion asto what isright and what is oershavesavedtoennchine LhineselangUiage, e

wrong. For example, in The Dog and the Shadow, a greedy dog c ol e Cetll it uites <o

dropsand losesthe bone heis carrying when he sees hisreflection Isaac Bashevis Singer once said, “Aesop’s fables teach
in the water because he wants the reflected bone as well asthe lessons both in life and literature that are valid today and will
red one. With The Hareand the Tortoise, the arrogant hare speeds remain so forever”. Ancient Chinese fables deserve such
by the dow tortoise, then takes anap, waking just in time to see recognition as well.

thetortoise crossthefinish linefirst.

Many of Aesop'’s popular fables have become idioms—
the lion’s share; sour grapes; a dog in amanger; adonkey in a
lion's hide; awolf in sheep's clothing; and the goose that lays
the golden eggs, to name just afew. Many of his morals have
become epigrams handed down through generations, such as
“beauty isin the eye of the beholder” and “united we stand,
divided we fall”.

Aesop's shrewd observations of human nature have found

many parallels in the fables of other nations. For example, 7 [
Master Dongguo and the Wolf of Zhongshan (£ 3F st 2 42
L14%) isthe Chinese paralel to The Farmer and the Serpent.
Both the Serpent and the Wolf repay good with evil. A Donkey
ina Lion'sHidefindsits variant in the Chinese fable depicting
how the fox makes himself feared by walking in the company
of thetiger (W& J2 A&). Similar to The Lion and the Boar,
the Chinese fable The Sruggle between the Sipe

Tradition is a guide and not a jailer.
W. Somerset Maugham
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Not—a—Mindboggl‘er

Issue No. 22
‘Not-a-Mindboggler’ Answers
1. Owl 2. Elephant 3. Serpent 4. Giraffe 5. Wolf
6. Leopard 7. Stork 8. Swan 9. Hare 10. Donkey
11. Kingfisher 12. Rhinoceros 13. Woodpecker 14. Crane 15. Turtle
The winners are:
Name Department Name Department
Suen Chin-pang Civil Engineering and Development Department Max Cheung Social Welfare Department
Yu Kang-ho Education and Manpower Bureau Yu Chiu-lai Social Welfare Department
Or Doi-kuen Leisure and Cultural Services Department
They will be notified individually by post.




To someone who is impatient with wordiness, the fault of
tautol ogy, or unnecessary repesting of the sameideain different
words, isto be condemned. Yet it ishard to avoid tautology in
speech. Common examples of tautology include unexpected
surprise, close proximity, naturd instinct, future plan, safe haven,
rough approximation and three-part trilogy. The adjectivein
each of these phrases is redundant because the information it
providesisby definition already contained in the noun.

Admittedly, there is a fine line between tautology and
intentional repetition for the sake of emphasis. For example,
it isdifficult to say for sure whether “ There was no way out,
no exit, no escape’ sounds verbose or forceful. The device of
repetition is frequently used in rhetoric. Many famous public
speakers, like Winston Churchill and John F. Kennedy,
employed repetition skilfully to drive their message home.
Moreover, not all tautologous expressions are universally
agreed to be clumsy. To somethey serve to spell the meaning
out, such as“Let’s have lunch at twelve noon” and “Be home
by twelve midnight”.

That said, too many words in both spoken and written
English may obscure meaning and distract peopl€’s attention.
Obvious examplesinclude “Written notice is given to all the

The Shorter the Better

Membersin writing” and “if heisfound lunatic or becomes
of unsound mind” — clauses in a certain constitution.
People’s attention span is limited. For effective
communication, often a terse sentence works better than a
long one jammed with unnecessary information.

Embedded in the following passage are eight tautologous
expressions. Seeif you can trim off the redundant words to
make it more concise:

We're now facing adifficult dilemma. Our staff strongly
oppose the restructuring plan. To avoid direct confrontation,
we have met with their representatives several times. But we
failed to arrive at a consensus of opinion. At this point in time,
itisunclear if they will go on strike. If so, businessmay possibly
bedisrupted. But we continueto remain optimistic. With careful
advance planning, we will keep things under control. Later |
will spell out our contingency measures in detail.
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Knowledge comes, but wisdom lingers.

Alfred Tennyson
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For decades, Andy Rooney’s pungent and
humorous segments on the TV newsmagazine 60

Minutes have sparked off strong reactions from
hisaudience. They either like him or hate him.

Common Nonsense carries Rooney’s
trademark. The title alone smells sharp,
promising to offend the entire populace, as it
suggests, in the author’s own words, “ Things are
often popular without being right”.

The book is a collection of very short (1-2
page) essays on a wide spectrum of topics such
as politics, morality, money, health, sports,
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Common Nonsense — Unwelcome Truths Laid Open

praise when we don't fedl praiseful becausewe're
after reciprocity. Wetell stories about ourselves
that make us look good and skip the ones that
make uslook bad” and “ Those guys enjoying the
fruit without working are the ones we all hate,
although we want to be one of them”.

Unlikethe masters of wit before him, namely
Ben Jonson, Oscar Wilde and Bernard Shaw, who
tended to distance themselves from the objects of
their ridicule, Rooney laughs at himself as well.
From his essays we get a glimpse of the author as
a person: a chronic procrastinator, an amateur
carpenter who piles up things which clutter up his

animals, and the English language. We have
Rooney telling the unpal atabl e truth about fad diets, grumbling
about the elusive switches of lampsin ahotel room, and teasing
peopl€'s obsession with their weight.

Some of Rooney’s views, such as his hatred of staples, or
his strong opinions about Elvis Presley and Elizabeth Taylor,
may well be dismissed as persona whims. Yet hissocio-cultural
comments deserve ample reflection. He laments the
disappearance of common courtesy in public places; he chastises
Enron and corporations like them that cook the books and steal
hundreds of thousands from investors; he calls into question
man’s sense of superiority over animals, citing examples of what
animals and insects can do that man cannot. His “on target”
observationsmake agreat ded of sense. Hiscommentsregarding
the absurdities in society make us laugh — and think.

When heis blunt, Rooney islikely to offend many. He
isnot afraid to throw grenades at anyone: computer giants,
advertisers, big hotel chains, opinion pollsters, financial
journalists, poodle owners and designers of high-heeled
shoes. His challenge to popular beliefs and tastes reflects
truly independent thinking. His opinions carry weight not
only because of his uncommon perspective, but also because
of hisinsights and balanced arguments.

Rooney’s comments bear cross-cultural relevance. There
isauniversal ring of truth in his candid remarks: “We offer

work space, and a man suffering from the
weakness of the flesh — falling asleep during aplay or during
a concert where the musicians can see him.

The book is enjoyable easy reading. The style of
Rooney’s writing is not much different from that of his
presentations on air. But the celebrated TV presenter can be
poetic too, as we see in his description of a snowy night:
“Thegreatest quiet of al isfaling snow late at night in winter.
You don’t actually hear the sound of it, you senseit and it's
pervasive’.

Quite a few people refer to Rooney as grumpy and
cantankerous, yet many more consider him a person worth
listening to. To meheisawiseold man. | admire his courage
to speak his mind and his good eye for humbug. More often
than not, avoice of dissent isavoicein the wilderness. Yet
we need to hear it oncein awhile. To face up to unpleasant
truths, particularly those about ourselves, helps us broaden
our minds and hence avoid being over-complacent. AsCharles
Caleb Colton once said, “We owe almost all our knowledge
not to those who have agreed, but to those who have differed”.

In addition to his 60 Minutes essays, Andy Rooney has published articles
in major magazines and authored 13 books including bestsellers My War and
Sncerely, Andy Rooney. He has won three Emmy Awards for his essays and
the Writers Guild Award for Best Script of the Year six times — more
than any other writer in the history of the medium.
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Wisdom is knowing how little we know.

Learning isfun! Thisis not an empty slogan. Click
onto the website of the Virtual Language Centre at
http://www.edict.com.hk/vic/, and you will find that learning
can bereal fun.

The VLC is an e-learning website on the English
language. There arelots of learning materials on vocabulary,
grammar rules and common errors. For example, why isit
incorrect to say “to demand for” or “to stresson” something?
The VLC will give you a concise explanation. It also offers

Socrates

Virtual Language Centre

interactive activities. For example, there are crossword
puzzles to familiarise you with English vocabulary, and
jumbled textsto practise correct sentence order. You canlearn
more about synonyms and antonymswith the Word Trap Game
as well. What’s more, there is a web concordance with
materialsdrawn from avariety of sources, such asgovernment
documents and articles from the South China Morning Post.
Wheat are the verbs and adjectives that may collocate with
“wisdom”? Visit the site and look them up.
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