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%*’ might ood to be discussion on civil society with a
f an outst g “Y” who was behind one of the most

¢ 5 . \émarkable C\v\(c\movements of this century.

Y ¢ My gu %«‘most of us in this general assembly of the Asia
Alli fYMCAs know next to nothing about Dr. Y.C. James
nd his Chinese Mass Education Movement. Let me

X Q\ e
Q x\‘({ })ON Ik you back through the story of our unique brethren.

Q/ In May 1943 at the Carnegie Hall in New York distinguished

7 (} scholars and scientists representing over 100 leading
;\/ universities and research institutes gathered to celebrate
the 400th anniversary of Copernicus. And as a tribute to his

memory, Copernican Citations were given to ten outstanding

“modern revolutionaries”. Dr. Yen was one of the honored

ten, together with Albert Einstein, John Dewey, Walt Disney,

Henry Ford, Orville Wright, among others. You may take

issue with this all-American Hall of Fame list (Dr. Yen became
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US citizen at some point) but no one can dispute that it's rare anybody
from the East, from Asia, landed there at all.

What had Dr. Yen done to be so honored? And what had it got to do with
YMCA and building a civilized and civic society?

Dr. Yen was born in 1893, to a long ancestry of scholars. On graduation
from Yale in 1918 he joined a small team of war volunteers sponsored by
the War Council of the American YMCA. Then China was persuaded by
the Allies to participate in the war in Europe by sending 200,000 Chinese
coolies to France as a labor force for digging trenches, bU|Id|ng bridges,
among other menial works. Dr. Yen had seen coolies e\/erywhere in China
before but never imagined his encounter with them~in a foreign land
would be a turning point in his life and lifetime career. ®

It all began one night when a coolie came o ask Dr. Yerq' to”vvrlte a Ietter
to his (coolie’s) wife back home. He obliged. Then\pext day twe r(lore
coolies came with the same redquest and Dr. Yen agaln was only too glad
to be of help. Then he was swarmed with a deluge of requests, The idea
came to him: why not teach the COO|IeS~fQ read and erté instead of
reading and writing for them. It’s a Ieap of“falth pretty much in the spirit
of the often quoted adage “Give a man a fish. andee lives for a day;
teach him to flsh and he lives fOr a Ilfetlme Yy
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Dr. Yen did jitst that. He simplified the i':oﬁ'iplicated Chinese language
with-6ver 40,000 charaé‘ters and dewsed his People’s Thousand Character
comriosed of 1, 600 host commonly 'used words. He democratized the
elitist Chinese laﬁ’guage by maklng it accessible to the Chinese masses.
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He found out that teachlng Coolies how to read and write was much

easier than re- educatlng i?’h Ds to humble themselves and approach the
level of mass consuoﬂsness Often he would quote Saint Paul: “Except ye
utterWords that are gasy to be understood, how shall it be known what is

‘\~

7N
£ 3

And so Wées}born a mass education movement. When Dr. Yen took a first
shqtat.it; there were only 40 coolies who volunteered to be taught. Then

{ thef’e' were 5,000, later 200,000. After the war, he returned to China to
“replicate his experience in Europe and embark on a grand experiment. In

a few years, Dr. Yen’s schools had five million students and a hundred
thousand teachers. And in a few years since the war with Japan started in
1933, 27 million Chinese had been taught to read and write the Yen way.

Like Mao, but a little bit ahead of Mao, Dr. Yen cast his lot with the peasants
as the main force in building the Sun Yat-sen republic. Waxing Isaiah, he
said: “Two thirds of the people of the world are in the coolie class. No
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nation can rise higher than its masses, and until these masses, the world’s
richest undeveloped resource, are developed through education — until
the people are taught to participate themselves in their own reconstruction
— world leaders can cry peace! peace! but there will be no peace.”

Dr. Yen is a “Y” beyond compare, so to say. He has left us a legacy of
education for citizenship — in the shape of a mass movement — as the
foundation of any civil society.

The world has changed a lot. For good or ill, we now have a world that
has become much smaller, yet still struggling to ceme together. The
problems of Yen’s time remain the same though clothed' and expressed in
different ways. The ways of thought that caused thent remain the same
and continue to dominate our everyday I|ves \ The solutions to these
problems may not be very different from what had been proposed and
tried long ago and through time. There 'aré probably as'mahy new ideas
as recycled ones. It seems a little hard'to resist the\vcynlc self i in eaqh of

us. \ \Y
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The fin de siecle annual gatherlng of the LMF-WorId Bank\wm herald the
themes of equity and sustalnablllty ane around thesex SIfI and weave the
lessons of the eX|t|ng century PerhapsWe would be T)etter off to look at
these themes aS‘ the outstanding’ def|C|ts that h"umanlty will pass on to
the next mrﬂem:uum \‘“J g e

A/ \
o\
'\ .»( e
7

What'tan the YMCAs, d(3’7 Where can, they make a difference?
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To come back to/”my Yen storyy. l belleve education is key, if not the most
_..critical. But it' should not be' jUSt any kind of education since education
has always been part of, the problem as well as part of the solution. Past
educatlon has helped create the present world of prosperity amid the
unwanted or umntended outcomes of inequality, exclusion and
un§ustalnablllty “What we need is a different kind of education — an
educatlon that results in greater equality and justice, in an inclusive civil
society, IQBﬁIﬂIS of thought and action toward a more sustainable society.
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Hawto do it is one hell of a job. But there are many examples around and
“everywhere — little success stories that men, women and children create

everyday. YMCAs everywhere have shown in thousand ways that they
can be a means to educating others as well as themselves on how to
create a better world.

May your tribe and good deeds multiply.
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