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Abstract: Robert Frost’s The Road Not Taken underwent significant variation in the People’s Education Press textbook.
Its content shifted from a trivial, philosophical incident to a momentous life decision, and its theme evolved from quiet
reflection to didactic moral instruction. Such variations in adapting foreign literature are ubiquitous and warrant urgent

scholarly attention.
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Foreign literary works in Chinese textbooks serve a moral education mission, necessitating “textbook
adaptation” that inevitably alters the original text. The following illustrates this phenomenon.

Two Foreign Poems, Lesson 19, Volume Two of Grade Seven (Ministry of Education Edition), includes
Robert Frost’s The Road Not Taken. The original English poem reads as follows ':

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,/ And sorry I could not travel both/ And be one traveler, long I
stood/ And looked down one as far as I could/ To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair, / And having perhaps the better claim, / Because it was grassy and
wanted wear; / Though as for that the passing there/ Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay/ In leaves no step had trodden black. / Oh, I kept the first for another
day! / Yet knowing how way leads on to way, / I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh/ Somewhere ages and ages hence: / Two roads diverged in a wood, and
I —/ I took the one less traveled by, / And that has made all the difference.

The poem depicts an ordinary, unremarkable scene: while walking in the woods, the narrator hesitates
between two nearly identical paths and chooses one, lamenting the slim chance of ever returning to explore
the other and see its unique sights.
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A common translation follows ':

REZER

TENWRPERERL, / TERAELERZIRITE, / RAAMSEER 2T, /KRB
BREEH AP —KEEARL, /EETHS, BREMMKRL.

REBBRAB LT 5—%8, /XZFBOITEESREE /FHACTKREME, ANEFE, /AT
WEHLEFSTOR, [ MERILF2—HE—H.

BREEFRBEFH LM, RH LERERRBEORE. /1R, BIEE—XBEBLERK! /B
RENE A FTFEIEE, / BAEE ke B BEZAE,

BRS—INE—a80R, /EXMTT, ERARAME: / EAERKNBERKFDF, /3K
BT —HANERONITE, | ERERN—VIEERARE.

In Selected Foreign Philosophical Poems, Gu Zixin renders the poem as follows

ANIEFE AV

REMAKKEDERELRE, /JERAERNESE, / REBEOAXICL., /BEE—FKER
BEX, /BRI HEREMARRL.

BERET AI—%I8 /EREZZE, THOUK, /EREFA, BEXW, /BAEXFR/NEL,
| #ARDBE THRA R

BRBERZEMHH, / WEBEAREMESHE. /W, BT —&BENAFL! /BEMERRZE
BERK, /BBFEUFEIR.

W ZPFEREEEMMT, /RERFNEREELEM: / —AHRESE &R — MEF
TANEEDI—%, [ MILRE T HR—ENER,

Gu’s translation diverges from the original in three significant variations. First of all, it elevates

IR

physical “roads” to symbolic “life paths.” Second, it translates “take” as “choose” (** 1% #§ ), emphasizing
psychological intent. While “take” merely implies walking, “choose” instead means attitude and stance.
Third, it amplifies the differences between the two roads, portraying one as “more tempting, more beautiful”
and granting it the power to determine one’s life.

In short, Frost’s seemingly similar roads were rewritten by Gu into two different roads. While Gu’s
translation captures the poem’s philosophy, it introduces an internal contradiction: “ B A 7EIX 5%/ \B&
HIRDVBTIRARZEZ, ~ (“Though as for that the passing there/ Had worn them really about the same”).
It’s hard to declare that one of the similar roads has the magic power to “determine my entire life.”

Compilers excised this contradictory line to streamline the text '), changing “ B SATEIX &/ \B& -,
EHRDBTIRABEDR ” (“Though as for that the passing there/ Had worn them really about the same”)
to “ RARFEXE/NEE L, RODBTIRABEZLE, ” (“Though upon this small road, few travelers had left
their footprints.”) This edit polarizes the two roads: one becomes the path of the minority, the other the
conventional beaten path.

Furthermore, the edit twists the comparative “less” into an absolute marker of rarity, and attributes
“overgrown with wild grass” (“Et E Z &, + 9 # & ) to the less-traveled road, contrary to Frost’s
original text where the roads were nearly identical.

In other words, to this day there are at least three versions:

1. The original text tells an ordinary philosophical incident whose theme lies in the fact that inevitable
choices between roads leave people with a sense of reluctance.

2. Gu Zixin’s translation anchors its philosophical connotation in the choice of life trajectories. It
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reshapes the central theme to focus on the unavoidability of life decisions, arousing subtle sentimental
sentiments within the audience.

3. The textbook erases the roads’ similarity, abolishing the distinctions between them and urging caution
in life decisions. Thus, natural roads are elevated to life paths, with the tone shifting from tender sentiment to
moral preaching.

Not only that, but the textbook compilers reinforce this theme through lesson arrangement, introductory
reading prompts, and post-text discussion exercises.

The People’s Education Press pairs The Road Not Taken with Pushkin’s If by Life You Were Deceived.
The unified introduction asks: “If life deceives you, how will you respond?” and “How should you navigate
[life’s] choices?” The introductory reading prompts imply that the theme of the poem concerns life choices "',
Post-text discussion exercises reinforce this by asking students to explain the “profound symbolic meaning”
of the roads ', guiding them to deduce morals like “Choice, not chance, determines destiny” and “life offers
no second chances,” etc. 7.

The Teacher’s Instruction Manual further confirms the above tendency, asserting "*: “Human lives are
often compared to walking a road... Natural trails can be revisited... yet life’s paths are like arrows shot from
a bow—impossible to retrieve.” It adds that the poet chooses the challenging, less-traveled path over the
“bland” majority path, initiating a “difficult trek” ). Three biases stand out in the manual: First, it cements
the life-choice metaphor. Second, it polarizes the paths, framing the less-traveled path as an honorable choice
and the mainstream as banal conformity """, Third, it suggests teaching in three levels: nature, sentiment,
and life philosophy, moving from surface to depth and from learning to practice !'". At last, it invents details,
depicting the journey as a “grueling struggle” absent in the original ',

To evaluate fairly: Gu’s translation is “creative treason”—simplifying the original’s subtlety but
resonating with readers. In contrast, the textbook revisions likely stem from compilers unfamiliar with the
English original, turning creative reimagining into misrepresentation. The Teacher’s Manual compounds this
by inventing a struggle that doesn’t exist.

This phenomenon is not isolated; it pervades Chinese textbooks. For instance, Andersen’s The Ugly
Duckling shifts from a self-portrait to a moral lesson on persistence "*'; Chekhov’s The Man in a Case is
cut to a character sketch, losing its social critique "*"”'; and Wilde’s The Selfish Giant replaces aesthetic

symbolism with simple moral instruction "*'"; and My Uncle Jules, originally a fiction about local customs

[18]

and human relationships ", is now interpreted as a critique of money worship in capitalist society, etc. The

causes and implications of these variations demand critical reflection from educators in China.
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