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ON THE
CHARACTER

Migration and metamorphosis

不论是远古还是现代，背井离乡
的移民们追寻的都是改变

T
housands of  years ago in China, Northerners 
ÆML�NZWU�\PMQZ�_IZ�\WZV�[\I\M[�\W�\PM�XMIKMN]T�aM\�
largely unexplored south. A few hundred years 
IOW��\PM�XQTOZQU[�WV�\PM�5IaÆW_MZ�KZW[[ML�\PM�
Atlantic to reach the New World. Today, Chinese 

Z]ZIT�_WZSMZ[�[MMS�\PMQZ�NWZ\]VM�QV�\PM�]ZJIV�R]VOTM�_PQTM�
the nouveau riche try to secure a foreign passport for their 
children. All migrants, or ᅎ௷ (y!m!n), want to leave their 
hometown in search of  a better life. It’s an instinctual 
hope, the hope for change; as such, the character ᅎ (y!) 
is a perfect expression of  this spirit, meaning both “to 
move” and “to change”.  

Alterations have appeared in the evolution of  the 
KPIZIK\MZ�Q\[MTN��4QSM�W^MZ� ��XMZKMV\�WN �+PQVM[M�
characters, ᅎ is a phono-semantic compound. ܠ (du4) 
on the left indicates the character’s pronunciation, yet, as 
phonetics developed over time, the two diverged. This is 
IT[W�\PM�KI[M�_Q\P�\PM�WZQOQVIT�UMIVQVO�WN �\PM�KPIZIK\MZ"�
“The way seedlings softly swing in the wind” with ࢄ (h9, 
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, ࿢ӝጞጱᅎྔڟ
௬ă(W6 b2 zhu4zi y!d3o w3imi3n. I moved the 
table outside.) 

Alone, ᅎ 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 ᇄࠅᅎ෷ 
(Y% G4ng y! sh`n), literally, “the foolish old 
man moves mountains”. The story goes 
that two gigantic mountains blocked the 
path of  a village to the outside world. 
)�!��aMIZ�WTL�^QTTIOMZ�VIUML�A]�/WVO�
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  
M`\ZMUM�LQNÅK]T\a��

One can move physically, as in ദ
ᅎ (qi`ny!), to migrate from one place to 
another; or emotionally, as in ᅎ൧՚
૿ (y! q!ng bi9 li3n), 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 
[\ZWVO�\WVM�WN �UWZIT�R]LOUMV\��<W�ገᅎ 
(zhu2ny!��Q[�\W�UW^M�I�[]JRMK\�NZWU�XTIKM�\W�
place, such as in ገᅎ֎ׂ (zhu2ny! c1ich2n, 
to transfer assets). ೏ᅎ (pi`oy!) means to 
drift. Apparently, today’s fearless youth 
have even invented the recreational activity 
WN �LZQN\QVO�WV�TIVL" ഛכ೏ᅎ (q#ch8 pi`oy!, 
car drift); ᅎ঍ (y!ji`o) means to turn over or 
hand over, as in ӄॲᅎ঍ (3nji3n y!ji`o, the 
handover of  cases); and ᅎኲ (y!zh!) means 
to transplant, as in ഗ࠳ᅎኲ (q#gu`n y!zh!, 
organ transplant).
ᅎۯ (y!d7ng) means “to move” or 

“mobile”, which is fairly common in today’s 
\MKPVWTWOQKIT�TIVL[KIXM"�ᅎࣆۉۯ (y!d7ng 

di3nhu3, mobile phone), ᅎۯᆘಎ (y!d7ng 

y#ngp1n, removable hard disk), ᅎۉۯᇸ 
(y!d7ng di3nyu1n, portable power source), and 
ᅎۯยԢ (y!d7ng sh-b-i, portable device). 

Also, ᅎ indicates change. ॕۨփᅎ 
(ji`nd#ng b& y!) literally means “to be steady 
without change”, as in ॕۨփᅎڦ႑
౒ (ji`nd#ng b& y! de x#nni3n, unswerving faith). 
Another idiom, ᅎޅᅟໍ (y! f8ng y# s%), 
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? ԨႠవᅎ (b0nx#ng 

n1n y!) suggests that our innate nature is 
M`\ZMUMTa�LQNÅK]T\�WZ�IT\WOM\PMZ�QUXW[[QJTM�
to alter. It even goes as far as to state that 
ॿ෷ᅟ߀ǈԨႠవᅎ (ji`ngsh`n y# g2i, 
b0nx#ng n1n y!)—meaning “to change one’s 
character and behavior is harder than 
moving mountains and rivers”. But, യᅎ
ఐࣅ (qi1n y! m7 hu3) says people’s thoughts 
and character can go through a quiet and 
]VKWV[KQW][�\ZIV[NWZUI\QWV�_PMV�[]JRMK\ML�
\W�[]J\TM�QVÆ]MVKM[��UW[\�KWUUWVTa��\PM�
environment and your peers. Take your 
pick.

There are also a few other useful idioms 
involving ᅎ that you might not expect. 
For instance, ۷ገ႓ᅎ (d6u zhu2n x~ng y!), 
literally, “stars change their positions in 
the night sky”, is an elegant way to say 
“the change of  the seasons”. ᅎ෷࡛ڛ (y! 

sh`n d2o h2i), literally, “to move mountains 
IVL�LZIQV�\PM�WKMIVº��Q[�I�ÅO]ZM�WN �[XMMKP�
commenting on man’s power to change 
nature. Last but not the least, ᅎࢾথ
ఢ (y! hu` ji8 m&) is “to move branches with 
ÆW_MZ[�IVL�I\\IKP�\PMU�\W�I�LQNNMZMV\�\ZMMº��
which describes the trickery of  secretly 
[]J[\Q\]\QVO�NISM�KPIZIK\MZ[�WZ�WJRMK\[�NWZ�
real ones. 

The philosophy behind the characterᅎ 
Q[�_WZ\P�ZMUMUJMZQVO"�QV�UW^QVO��\PMZM¼[�
always change. Whether it’s for better or 
worse will largely depend on you. 
- HUANG WEIJIA (ࣜ ࿀ू) AND LIU JUE (ିᤣ)
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