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Streets have long been the place where
young folks gathered to hang out, shoot the
breeze, play games or steal kisses—which
means the streets are also where everything
we love about youth culture, like fashion,
slang, skating and dance moves, was born.
So it seemed only fitting that, for our youth
issue, we should take a look at f (jié), the
character for street.

Like a lot of characters, {3 is made up
of an “idea” radical, 17, and a “sound”
radical, ==. You might already know that
17 (xing) means “to go” or “to walk,”
which, of course, is what you do on the
street when you’re not playing games
or stealing kisses. The character isn’t
designed to look like someone walking,
but is descended from its original oracle
bone script, in which T appears as a
four-way intersection.

However you may be scratching your
head with == (gui), which doesn’t sound
anything like 7. The answer? Evolution!
Over hundreds and hundreds of years,
the pronunciations of == and 47 naturally
diverged.

So how does £ differ from synonyms
j& (dao) and & (Iu)? Let’s start with
the character composition. Like i,
j& is represented by radicals related to
movement. The first radical 1_ (chuo)
illustrates the act of walking along a road,
while B (shodu), which is drawn to look
like someone’s head, represents people. In
general, characters with 1_ are related to

actions involving walking or running, such as
“enter” (3 Jin), “deliver” (3% song), “escape”
(1 tdo) or “chase” (3B zhui).

%, on the other hand, contains the
phonetic aid £ (g¢), though like =, the
sound has changed over time, and these days
it serves as little more than company for &
(z4), which means “foot.” The enterprising
fE is a handy radical for a host of other
characters related to the use of feet, such as
“run” (] pdo), “step” (F& kua), “jump” (B
tido) and “trample” (ER cdi).

When it comes to their definitions, j&
and B are pretty much the same and can
refer to any sort of road, whether it be a
busy city street or a dirt path twisting up a
mountain. The two words, therefore, are
mostly interchangeable, and often appear
synonymously in Chinese expressions, such
as “J8 /P& RF5 1R (dao/ I bu shi yi), which
literally translates as, “No one pockets things
left on the road,” referring to the Taoist belief
that honesty prevails throughout society.

147, on the other hand, is used specifically
to describe broader roads (i.e., you wouldn’t
use it to refer to an alley, a trail in a forest
or a small neighborhood road). Because
these kinds of thoroughfares are often linked
with commercial development and social
interaction, we find £ popping up in words
like ¥ 75 (guangiié, shopping), {E71f (iiéfang,
neighbors) and 14 Ex 1Y (jie tan xiang yi,
street gossip).

Moreover, because urban thoroughfares
often serve as a space for gathering and
entertainment, 7 has also frequently been
used to create new words describing popular
trends. For example, the practice of taking
pictures of people out on the town, is referred
to as “street photo-shooting” (£} iiepai),
while break dancing is called “street dance”
(7 EE jiewd).

These days, it seems you can attach £
to anything to mean it’s “hot”—popular
phones, for example, are now called “4&54/]”
(iie), while fashionable bags have become
“f8)” (jie bao). So what’s next? Wait till the
next fad and we’ll see...

- Translated by Caroline Berg (Z23E3%)
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