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“Yall gonna learn Chinese,” Chinese-
American MC Jin promises the bullies
in his breakout hit, aptly titled “Learn
Chinese.” It’s a tune with no subtle
undertones, and even if he were
dropping rhymes in modern Chinese
rather than English, the written lyrics
would carry the same meaning.

Had MC Jin been making threats a
few thousand years ago, however, there
would have been far more subtleties
to work out. The ancient Chinese
considered learning and teaching
to be two halves of the same coin,
and thus the characters %2 (xug, to
study) and Z{ (jiao, to teach) were used
interchangeably to mean the same
thing “The Discourse of States” ( {[E
1&) euéyt), an ancient collection of records
compiled over 3,000 years ago, makes
a fine example of this with the lesson:
BN F B AHF (shacé i
xué 71, 26 yan yi jiso 1. Teach your son with
ethical principles and selected useful
words). In this scenario, both % and #{
mean “teach.”

In modern Chinese, the two
characters have taken on distinct
meanings, with % keeping a grip on
the meaning “to learn.” Thus, when
Confucius said, “= A~ SN E
Eﬁ‘ﬁ?\%)ﬂxu f:T” (xué ér bu sT zé wang, st
ér bu xué zé dai) over two centuries ago,
he stuck to % to convey the meaning,
“Learning without reasoning leads to
confusion, thinking without learning is
a waste of effort.”

Today, we still use the word =
in this way, albeit with simpler
catchphrases like “JHE| 2, FF|E>
(hu6 dao I%o, xué dao 18o), or, “You're never
too old to learn.”

It says something about Chinese

Revealing the makeup, stroke by stroke, of one
of the first characters you’ll ever learn

TREEME] “1h 2%, 2% W2

learning methods that % has tone is too strange for me to mimic).

another particular meaning In order to avoid confusion, “to
when written alone: it can also learn” is often differentiated from

be interpreted as “to mimic.” For other meanings by writing it as
instance, “Ih= 1Y, FHERE” >] (xuéxi) instead of just %, a practice
(Ta xué nidiojico, xué de hén xiang. She can  that also fits with modern Chinese’s
mimic birds really closely), or “4ff; tendency to favor two-character
FNEARSTRT, FFEAEK” (1o words for reasons of thythm.

de yldido tai gigudi le, wd xué bu lai. Her In other words and expressions,
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\\\\‘ : Pronunciation: xué

Strokes: 8

O

Radical: =

Used in the words:

Xuéxi

N ]

*3]
to learn

xuéwen
Fd]
knowledge

% can form part of a noun, usually
one that relates to learning activities, as
in=[a] (xuéwen, knowledge), %—%ﬁjr (xuéke,
discipline), 2K (xuésht, academics),
75 (xuéshus, doctrine) and 2K (xuépai,
school as in school of thought).

Because of the multiple meanings
of =, it is essential to consider the

character’s specific meaning in a word
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or expression. In “E)ZF £ (0] (gin xué
hao wen, to study diligently and ask
frequent questions), it refers to % >,
but in a phrase used to show modesty,
“AEZFR” (cdi sha xué gign, to have
little talent and limited knowledge), it
means =7 [g).

For those readers seeking a Chinese
knowledge challenge, see if you can’t

“ tortoise shells from over 3,000
years ago show the earliest form
of the character: two hands
holding an arithmetic tool, EZ
The bottom of the character
portrays an adult’s knee, on which

—
ORACLE BONE

Inscriptions on animal bones and

a child is learning to do math.

An alternative explanation is

that the character represents a
person with his hands full of wood
learning to build a house.

BRONZE SCRIPT

The evolved form of 57“— can be
found on bronze vessels from

the Zhou Dynasty (1046 B.C.-256
B.C.), in which ¥ was added
below, emphasizing that the
learner is a child. On the right
lower &orner, A was sometimes
also added to represent a stick
pointer held by a teacher.

—
SEAL SCRIPT

and their proportions readjusted
to make an aesthetically pleasing
seal mark. To simplify things
further, the % was later omitted.

Ed Though fundamentally the same,
the character developed a more
squared-off shape 800 years later.
The strokes were also polished

tell us the specific meaning of % in
each of these expressions: f|#& 2
# (Kéng Méng zhi xué), '\LE%JEDE (shuo
xué dou chc‘mg) and f}"—%ﬂi (xué fu wu
che). Tell us on our website or send an
email if you have the answer!
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