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n 1915 in Switzerland, as
Albert Einstein forever
changed our understanding
of gravity, time, and space
with his General Theory
of Relativity, across the world a
group of young advocates strove
to introduce the very concept of
science to the general public in
post-revolutionary China. “Mr.
Sai” (24 4) and “Mr. De” (12
554 ) were sensational figures at
the time—two foreign gentlemen
bringing a brighter future to an
ancient country, according to their
leader, Chen Duxiu (RIR55). Of
course, they weren’t really foreign
experts. To effectively engage the
public and explain the otherwise
abstract ideas of the scientific
method, Chen borrowed from the
pronunciations of “science” and
“democracy”, giving them human
form in a massive promotional
campaign. “Only Mr. De and Mr.
Sai can save China,” wrote Chen.
At the time, a competing term
for science, B2 (kexug), ultimately
won the usage battle. The £ in
Al= has a very long history. You
can even find it in a 2,000-year old
dictionary from the Han Dynasty
(206 B.C.-220), Explaining and
Analyzing Characters ( {5t SRS )
shuowén Jigz). But it was not until the
first decade of the 20th century
that the character began to be
associated with science. The word
choice was actually borrowed from
the Japanese, who adapted earlier to
Western sciences. Literally meaning
“the study of disciplines”, £}% may
not be the perfect embodiment of
what science really is. On the left
is the character 7K (n¢), meaning
“grain”; on the right is 2} (asu),
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a container for measurement.
Together, it means “measuring the
grain to decide its quality and class”.
In ancient China, the imperial
exam, or £} (kejt), was the only
way to move up the social ladder
if you were born lower class. The
exam was comprised of different
subjects, thus the use of f}. Such a
critical event has given birth to many
other terms. For instance, 117
(kechang) was the venue in which the
exam took place. For today’s college
entrance exam takers, its modern

equivalent is #£ 17 (kdochang).
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CE} (werke) means to rack your
brains, but £l can also be made to
mean a competition of fighting skill,
or B F} (wike). Nowadays, students
choose between X £}, now meaning
“liberal arts”, and I2F} (is), or
“natural science”.

Once they passed the final exam, the
ancient examinees would face a far
more promising prospect than their
modern counterparts. 717 &1} (wiiz
dengke) 1s actually a wish, a hope that
all five of the family’s sons will pass the
imperial examination.

Today, F} appears in a number of
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terms meaning science, including
light-hearted T} (kept) or “popular
science”, 47 (kshuan) meaning
“sci-fi”, BHIF (keyan) or “scientific
research”, and the inclusive £}
H (kej) meaning “science and
technology”. Scientists are £} 5
(kexuéjia), and an institute for scientific
research is a B[ (kexuéyuan).
Apart from science, £} is still
connected to categories and
organizations. In administrative
organizations, £} refers to a
relatively small unit, such as Jif
555} (camuke) meaning “finance

Issue 5 /2013

section”. The unit chief is called

R (kezhang). In the hospital, 7}
means “department”. For instance,
the department of pediatrics is J L}
(érke), dental department is ZFF} (yaxe),
and neurology is Rl (shénjingke).
In biology, £} means “family” in

the classification of organisms and
phytocoenoses. Believe it or not,
biology in Chinese might actually be
easier than their Latin-based binomial
counterparts. Felidae, for example, is
JH R (maoke) meaning “the family of
cats”; Homo sapiens are A\F} (rénke)
meaning “the family of humans” and
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Solanaceae is HF} (ciéks) meaning
“the family of eggplants”.

On other occasions, £} is
associated with laws and regulations.
In ancient times legal texts were
typically divided in to different
sections. A fancy way to say “commit
crimes and break the law” is {EZ4FIE
F} (zu6 jion fan ke), and criminal record
is IR} (aianka).

Perhaps B &4 (bsike quansha)
best reflects the meaning of
Al—*the book of hundreds of
subjects” meaning encyclopedia.

- LAO HUANG (545552 ) AND LIU JUE (| FE)
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