Magration and metamorphosis
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housands of years ago in China, Northerners

fled from their war torn states to the peaceful yet

largely unexplored south. A few hundred years

ago, the pilgrims on the Mayflower crossed the

Atlantic to reach the New World. Today, Chinese
rural workers seek their fortune in the urban jungle while
the nouveau riche try to secure a foreign passport for their
children. All migrants, or % (vimin), want to leave their
hometown in search of a better life. It’s an instinctual
hope, the hope for change; as such, the character % (v/)
is a perfect expression of this spirit, meaning both “to
move” and “to change”.

Alterations have appeared in the evolution of the
character itself. Like over 80 percent of Chinese
characters, % is a phono-semantic compound. % (duo)
on the left indicates the character’s pronunciation, yet, as
phonetics developed over time, the two diverged. This is
also the case with the original meaning of the character:
“The way seedlings softly swing in the wind” with 7K (hé,
seedlings) on its left. As poetic as it may have sounded,
such expressions gave way to the more practical meaning,
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“to move”. For instance, I L L FFZE|4)
H . (W& bd zhuozi yidao waimian, I moved the
table outside.)

Alone, #% is a verb. Combined with
other characters, it is able to constitute
a series of words and idioms related to
“moving”. A well-known fable coined
the commonly used term B/ F% L
(vt Gong yi shan), literally, “the foolish old
man moves mountains”. The story goes
that two gigantic mountains blocked the
path of a village to the outside world.

A 90-year-old villager named Yu Gong
decided to remove them, digging and
transporting the earth and rocks bit by bit
through pure manpower. He was laughed
at for holding such an unrealistic goal, but
he argued that his sons, grandsons, and
many generations of descendants thereafter
would all continue with the task until they
succeeded. The gods were impressed by his
perseverance and removed the mountains.
Accordingly, the idiom is used to describe
determination and courage in the face of
extreme difficulty.

One can move physically, as in 1F
#% (aiany(), to migrate from one place to
another; or emotionally, as in %/ 5l
7 (vi aing bié lian), meaning to divert one’s
affections to another—think of Jason
abandoning Medea or Carmen leaving José
for the toreador. Naturally, the word has a
strong tone of moral judgment. To %%
(zhudny() is to move a subject from place to
place, such as in 25 F% 7= (znudnyi caichdn,
to transfer assets). = 4% (pidoyi) means to
drift. Apparently, today’s fearless youth
have even invented the recreational activity
of drifting on land: Y5 Z=7Z #% (aiche picoyi,
car drift); 32 (viiao) means to turn over or
hand over, as in Z24F%32 (anian vijico, the
handover of cases); and #%45 (viznf) means
to transplant, as in 5 B %48 (diguan yizn,
organ transplant).

#E)) (vidong) means “to move” or
“mobile”, which is fairly common in today’s
technological landscape: 7% 5f) B3 1 (vidong
dianhua, mobile phone), F% B8 £ (vidong

yingpan, removable hard disk), Mo R
(vidong dianyuan, portable power source), and
TR (vidong shébei, portable device).

Also, #% indicates change. "B F "%
(ianding bu yi) literally means “to be steady
without change”, as in ' E R~ HIE
72 (1onding bu yi de xinnian, unswerving faith).
Another idiom, %X Z 14 (vi feng vi st),
means “to change outmoded habits and
backward customs”—a word frequently
used in revolutions and reforms, often
accompanied by top-down movements
banning something, which, as history shows
us, happens rather a lot.

Can we really change? A /HHEFS (oénxing
nén yi) suggests that our innate nature is
extremely difficult or altogether impossible
to alter. It even goes as far as to state that
STISH, AR (ongsnan i,
bénxing nan yi)—meaning “to change one’s
character and behavior is harder than
moving mountains and rivers”. But, &%
ZRAL (aien yi mo hu) says people’s thoughts
and character can go through a quiet and
unconscious transformation when subjected
to subtle influences, most commonly, the
environment and your peers. Take your
pick.

There are also a few other useful idioms
involving #% that you might not expect.
For instance, 2} %5 2 5% (ddu zhudn xing yi),
literally, “stars change their positions in
the night sky”, is an elegant way to say
“the change of the seasons”. % LLI{& 7 (vi
shan ddo hai), literally, “to move mountains
and drain the ocean”, is a figure of speech
commenting on man’s power to change
nature. Last but not the least, £ £ 3%
7K (vi hua jie m) is “to move branches with
flowers and attach them to a different tree”,
which describes the trickery of secretly
substituting fake characters or objects for
real ones.

The philosophy behind the character#%
is worth remembering: in moving, there’s
always change. Whether it’s for better or
worse will largely depend on you.

- HUANG WELJIA (355 {5 52) AND LIU JUE (3U/3)
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