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Leave Some Good Ones for Others

Rk Sk —
¥4 ' Robert Neather

Recently, my friend Hsii told me about a respected clder
acquaintance of his who’d written an essay reflecting on his past.
In the piece, the writer recalled how when he was a boy, he was
once sent to buy oranges. Before he left home, his mother told
him how to choose the good ones. Yet what had left the deepest
impression on him was his mother’s final instruction: “Leave
some good ones for others = don’t take all the good ones for
yoursell.” His mother couldn’t even read or write, the writer
remarked with feeling, and yet those words had served him all
life long.

Those words alfected me too, leaving me troubled and
pensive, and casting me back to events in my own childhood.
I think my own mother must have said something similar. She
often taught me to be modest and polite, and to have a care
for others. For instance, when taking the bus, one should give
up one’s seat to the elderly or frail, to women or children;
when walking, onc should first let others pass; when eating,
one shouldn’t pick all the things one liked to eat exclusively for
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the time, I was still young, and thought everything my mother
taught me an incontrovertible truth, so I naturally held fast to
her advice, never doubting it for a moment. For example, if 1
was taking public transport and saw someone eclderly or frail,
or a woman or child, I would be sure to give up my seat, even
though I was scarcely very old myself. In my memory, it scems
that the mothers of my classmates for the most part all brought
their children up in this way. T still remember, for example, how
when T was in primary school, a really naughty classmate of
mine who used to misbehave had been scolded by the teacher.
He ran off home, only to receive a good drubbing from his
parents, who then took him straight back again to apologise to
the teacher. T remember his mother standing tearfully to one
side, feeling terribly ashamed! Such were my school days in the
forties and fifties, in the southern Taiwan countryside.

Yet, by the sixties, after I'd gone to university in Taipei,
these social mores had gradually changed. One began to hear of
parents who would tell their children: “What your teacher said
about this or that is wrong” . Many of the parents had better
academic qualifications than the teachers, so they felt themselves
to be far more knowledgeable. One began also to hear of
parents who, when their child had been scolded by a teacher,
would go to the school and denounce the teacher in person. And
again, onc would hear of people telling their children: “You
don’t need to give up your seat to anyone. You've bought
your ticket just like everyone clse, so why should you give it
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inured to them. Whilst one felt that social mores were gradually
changing, what one didn’t notice was that, quite imperceptibly,
one was actually changing along with them too. Many people
felt that they shouldn’t always he the ones to lose out, and so
they started to fight to be in the best position, to light over their
rights, to fight to enjoy what they could — the mentality was that
“if there’s a benefit, be the first to enjoy ity i there’s a problem,
don’t hesitate to push it away.” To take the analogy of buying
oranges, everyone was scrambling to get the good ones, and
what’s more to get all the good ones = why should they leave
any good ones for other people to enjoy? The times were indeed
changing, and many pcople would lament the loss of the old
ways. Yct at the same time, they themselves would be pushing
the new mores lorward.

Since the seventies, I have been teaching in or visiting
Taiwan, America and Hong Kong. I have often heard,
in private, people lamenting the loss of the old ways, the
deterioration of values from one generation to the next. And in
fact, as I observe i, the situation is indecd essentially so: parents
and teachers are no longer teaching their kids to be modest
and polite but rather to fight their corner; they are no longer
teaching them to have a care for others but rather to keep their
eye on the main chance. In this respect, it’s the same in cvery
country — we’'re all brothers suffering the same fate. It seems
that the Realm ol Great “Hm'mony” has arrived on earth

sooner than expected.
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Teaching in Hong Kong thesc last few ycars, my impressions
about this phenomenon have undergone some change again.
Previously, when people took the bus or went shopping, they
would of course not give up their place, but they would at least
always line up in an orderly fashion, without complaint. Now,
they still don’t give up their place, but there has gradually
emerged the tendency of “suddenly inserting a flower” -
queue-jumping, in other words. What is most worrying is
that this society has actually always been very orderly, with
everything following its prescribed course. So, to take the case
of buying oranges, everyone’s been educated that they have the
right to pick the good ones, and to pick all of them too, but
only as long as they line up in front, in accordance with the
rules. Now however, there arc signs that a slight change is taking
place. In order to strive for the opportunity to choose, it seems
there’s something of a tendency to vie for the front position, for
fear ol being last in the queue.

In former days, that mother who couldn’t read or write
understood how to teach her child that when he went to buy
oranges, he shouldn’t pick all the good ones for himself, but
should always leave some good ones [or others. Nowadays,
parents and teachers are not only literate but also very eloquent.
And yet, for some unknown reason, they have become mean

ahout uttering such words.
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