ON THE CHARACTER * & 1 X =+

A character for journeys, adventures,

and going with the flow
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n a cold autumn morning, a man
stands among frosted reeds by the
riverside, yearning for his beloved one
across the water, only to find his love
out of reach: “When I try to reach
her by going against the current, the journey is
difficult, dangerous, and long; when I follow the
current, she seems to stand still in the heart of the
waters. (B2 EHEK. BN, %
FE7KH L SU huf céng zhi, dao zU gig chang. Su
ybu cong zhi, wdn zdi shui zhongyang.)”
The poem, collected in the Classic of Poetry
(154 )), a compilation of poems and ballads
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from the 11th to 6th centuries BCE, describes the
desire for love and the depression of a hopeless
pursuit. The movement and emotion also capture
the essence of jff (you, swim, travel).

The character jj first appeared etched on
oracle bones over three millennia ago, with a
simple yet evocative pictograph: a child holding
a flag. According to the 2nd-century Analytical
Dictionary of Chinese Characters ({154 L i )), this
image reflects the character’s original meaning:
the fluttering tassels of flags in the wind. In the
Spring and Autumn period (770 — 476 BCE), the
character was adorned with the j (shui, water)




Even in the modern context, i retains its connection to

the exploration of new worlds, whether virtual or real.

radical and so gradually evolved into its current
form (Jj%), with its meaning also expanded

to include floating or submerging in water.
Accordingly, it does not only refer to “swimming
(Hz7K youydng),” but also a segment of water,
such as the upper reaches of the Yellow River
(Z579] 3% Huanghé shangyou).

With time, j3F has transcended its aquatic
origins to encompass terrestrial travel, as in
phrases such as JiF4 (youmu), the traditional
lifestyle of nomad herders who migrate with the
seasons, and 5 (voup), the guerrilla tactics of
war that rely on swift, unpredictable movement.
WFES (youmin), typically stray folks without a
fixed profession, are often condemned; while
W (véuzi), children who left their parents and
hometown, are always on their family’s minds. As
the Tang dynasty (618 — 907) poet Meng Jiao (F
%) wrote in “Song of the Traveling Son ({5 ¥
5 ))”: “Thread in the hands of a loving mother
turns to clothes on the traveling son (22 F 1
2% T 5 _E 7 Ciml shdu zhong xidn, yéuzi
shenshang vyi).”

But jj 1s not only about survival and struggle; it
also refers to leisure and exploration. Traveling
(B FF Whyou) takes people beyond their familiar
horizons, while viral tourist cities (jx 53, i
[Uyéu chéngshi) like Zibo in Shandong province
and Harbin, Heilongjiang province, have seen
their fame come and go in recent years, just as
tides rise and fall. As a result, some local tour
guides (57jF ddoyoéu) might have to reconsider
their career paths.

Idioms like 37 (| FL 7K (youshan wénshul, to roam
mountains and appreciate waters) and Z 7 U 7§
(yunyou sindi, to wander the four seas) celebrate
the spirit of adventure. During such expeditions,
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people often compile travel notes (3712 youi)
recording their personal insights and cultural
observations. Meanwhile, j5=2 (vbuxué, literally
“traveling and learning”), a centuries-old tradition
that resonates with today’s overseas exchange and
study programs, emphasizes the belief that true
learning extends beyond the classroom walls.

In addition to physical tours, one can take
“Journeys” without moving or even consciousness.
For instance, sleepwalking is %57 (méngyéu), and
fH (shényou) is to let one’s mind drift to distant
lands or spaces they cannot physically visit.
Through imagination, one can even {87 A%
(shényou taikong), or “tour outer space.”

The character 7 has taken on new dimensions
as it has sailed into the contemporary era,
appearing in jFx% (youxi, games), which
encompasses both traditional pastimes like
hide-and-seek and the digital realms of B+
WXL (dianzi yéuxi, video games). Even in this
modern context, J7 retains its connection
to the exploration of new worlds, whether
virtual or real.

Despite the allures of these adventures, travelers
since bygone times find themselves reflecting on
the delicate balance between wanderlust and the
warmth of home. While increasing numbers of
Chinese have migrated to work and live in other
cities or countries over the last several decades,
many have also returned to their hometowns,
even after studying abroad. The sentiment is
captured in a Confucian saying: “When your
parents are alive, don’t travel far (A &H7E , Nz
% Fumu zai, bu yudn yoéu).” This reminds us that
while the heart may yearn for distant horizons,
we should remember the home from which we
ventured forth.



