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Tomorrow happens to be the 2,555th birthday of Confucius, the father of teaching 

in China.  This bears noting when we think of the long, rich life of Professor N.T. Wang 

and his profound impact, both in the United States and China, spanning several 

generations of students, scholars, and managers in both public and private sectors.  

Good afternoon, Mrs. Wang--師母, family and friends of Professor Wang.  It is 

my greatest honor to be in your presence today to remember this most remarkable man, 

and a teacher/father to me personally.  My name is Ming-Jer Chen; I am a business 

professor at the University of Virginia.   

Professor Wang throughout his life touched so many people’s hearts and in so 

many wonderful ways—as teacher, scholar, and colleague. His demeanor truly put into 

action the ideal of Confucian philosophy.  He had many characteristics that we all so 

admire: True gentlemanship, generosity, and humility.  His legacy is characterized by the 

deepest kindness and an inextinguishable hope for constructive and enduring business 

and cultural interactions between East and West. 

In the last few weeks I had the chance to talk to several of his former students as 

well as some people who worked with him in a different capacity.  Kris Day, a former 

student of Professor Wang’s, remembered him as “always a gentleman and generous to a 

fault.” Another said, “He was very knowledgeable, a man of the world and always, 

always ready to help.” Still another recalled that, “He always found time to share 

thoughts and lend guidance to people, who came from far and wide to seek his counsel 
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and opinion.” And a Chinese government officer whom Professor Wang sponsored as a 

visiting scholar more than 10 years ago, wrote, “He was such a simple, wise man, who 

spent his whole life to manifest the best possible Chinese virtues.”  

Certainly my relationship with Professor Wang was defined by the personification 

of Confucian ideal. When I first met him 15 years ago, he was an iconic figure already. I, 

on the other hand, was a new faculty member at Columbia, a greenhorn at the Business 

School.  The gap between us was a gulf. Nonetheless, Professor Wang inherently 

assumed the role of father/teacher.  Indeed, he was the dearest mentor and teacher/father 

that anyone could ever dream of.  Our relationship was what the Chinese call “忘年交,” a 

relationship that “forgets about age differences.”  

Indeed, I was privileged to help, in a very small way, Professor Wang on the 

China-International Business Project, a joint undertaking by the School of International 

and Public Affairs and the Graduate School of Business at Columbia. It was founded by 

Professor Wang in 1979 after he retired from his service to the United Nations.  

While preparing these remarks, I had the opportunity to turn to the archives to 

find out some statistics to share with you. Over the quarter-century since its founding, 

through Professor Wang’s leadership and effort, the Project has: 

• Trained at least 500 Columbia graduate students in doing business with the 

Chinese; 

• Briefed more than 50,000 students in China on issues related to reform and 

opening; 

• Briefed more than 100 Chinese CEOs and senior officers on international 

business, and an equal number or more American CEOs and executives;  
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• Brought together hundreds of government officials, academicians, and business 

people in more than a dozen international conferences;  

• Sponsored some 120 visiting scholars or professional fellows at Columbia and 

visiting professors in China, 

• And published many, many articles, books, and commentaries, both in English 

and Chinese.  

• Even earlier this year, the Project organized a conference on corporate social 

responsibility in China, and a book on China’s environmental policy and 

sustainability will soon be published. 

He took the Project so personally that on August 22, only four days before he 

passed away, he specified some key tasks that he hoped we would carry on. To help 

institutionalize the Project, he and Mrs. Wang even made a personal pledge of $1 million 

matching contribution to create a China business chair. 

Within the context of the Project, the China-International Business Seminar, as 

part of the University seminars, was founded in 1982. Over the last two decades there 

have been more than 130 sessions. The seminar provides a podium for academics and 

business people in New York, and Chinese visitors, to discuss pertinent issues. It 

normally meets on a Wednesday and is held in Room 918 of the SIPA Building. For 

those of you who have been to the seminar, you must also remember the dinner after the 

seminar—often at the faculty house, a nearby Chinese restaurant, or even carry-out 

Chinese food in Room 918, where the vibrant discussion would carry over from the 

seminar. However, you may not know that Professor Wang would often pay for the 

dinner out of his own pocket.  
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Let me share with you a personal experience to illustrate this quality of humility. 

A point I made in my book Inside Chinese Business that surprises many readers is that 

the traditional Chinese do not use the pronoun “I.”  When I wrote this I very much had 

Professor Wang in mind. Although he and I were almost 40 years apart, when he wrote to 

me he referred to me as “older brother” and to himself as “younger brother.” This 

extraordinary humbleness and modesty was not only reflected in formal occasions, but 

more important, in his day-to-day dealings. Anyone who knew Professor Wang knew 

how balanced he was as a Chinese-American. In many ways, he exemplified the best of 

both cultures.   

Personally, I must admit I feel great guilt for not staying at Columbia to help him 

to carry on many of the things he envisioned. I can only hope that my founding of the 

Global Chinese Business Initiative at Wharton after I left Columbia, which sparked 

interest in Chinese business on Benjamin Franklin’s campus, my teaching of East-West 

business integration now on the “academical village” founded by Thomas Jefferson, and 

the bridging work such as the two international business summit speeches I will be giving 

this year, in some small way make up for this loss.   

My dearest Teacher: Kris Day, our seminar co-chair, and I would like to report to 

you that the China-International Business Seminar will continue to carry on, and speakers 

have been lined up for this year. Tomorrow I will host the first session, in Room 918 as 

before, although without your presence for the first time in 20-some years. We will all 

miss you greatly. 

For Professor Wang’s family, my wife and I can only imagine how difficult this 

time has been. Tomorrow, as some of you know, is the Chinese moon, or mid-autumn, 
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festival.  We can only hope that you will all stay even more united at this time, just as 

Professor and Mrs. Wang spent their life together building and nurturing this wonderful 

family, which he so treasured.   

On the subject of family, there is a line in Shakespeare’s “Hamlet” in which 

Hamlet reflects on the meaning of being “kin” and being “alike in kind.” Certainly 

Professor Wang and I were not, in the literal sense of the word, “kin.”  While I cannot 

claim him—a teacher/father with exemplary accomplishments, in both quantity and 

quality—as my own family, I can, in honor of his legacy, strive to live a life “alike in 

kind” to the one that Professor Wang himself lived.   

From a Western point of view, I feel that it is my inestimable good fortune to 

have walked alongside Professor N.T. Wang. 

From a Chinese point of view, Confucius’ birthday tomorrow, or Teachers Day, 

this year has a special meaning for me:  I have lost a great teacher and mentor—but the 

seeds he has planted will stay with me for the rest of my life.   

“哲人日已遠，典型在夙昔” 

Let me modify the Chinese passage I just said for this occasion. “Although the 

person we hold in highest estimation has passed away, the exemplar and role model 

continues to remain with us.” 

 


