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A character capable of anything
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BRONZE SCRIPT SEAL SCRIPT CLERICAL SCRIPT

magine a modern company staffed by the
Eight Immortals from Daoist legends, each
with distinctive and complementary skills. If
ever such a company were to exist, it would be
unrivaled and unheard of—but not indescribable.
In fact, the Chinese already have the perfect idiom
for such a collective:
It & FHEE (Baxian guohdi,
gexidn ainéng), or “Eight Immortals crossing the
sea, each showcasing a unique ability.” This
phrase comes from an ancient story about the
immortals leveraging their abilities (82 /7 néngl)
to cross an ocean. For instance, Han Zhongli,
often depicted as a bare-chested man,
sailed on a banana-leaf fan, while goddess
He Xiangu rode a magic lotus flower
through the waves.

BE 77, or “ability,” is a banal word,
but the character 8¢ (néng) has
fascinating origins. In the bronze

scripts used more than 3,000

years ago, B¢ was shaped like a
fierce animal with sharp claws—it
originally meant bear, which we
now write with four dots underneath
to suggest legs, A& (xiong). The
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In today’s workplace, it has
implications: a compliment that
recognizes your skills and effort
while subtly signaling you

should carry more load.

character ¢ has since shed its association
with the animal, evolving to mean “ability”
and “talent.”

In modern Chinese, ¢ often appears in two-
character phrases, such as §¢ 7] and £ (néngnai),
to suggest capability. Skills are ¥ 8 (jnéng), while
talent is 7 B (cdinéng). Capable people are £ A
(néngrén), while individuals with specialized skills
are 82 F (néngshdu, expert).

There is also a series of idioms associated with
B2: A person who can handle anything is 75 T~ g8
(wlsudbunéng), and a person who is accomplished
both intellectually and physically is 58 3 & &
(néngwén shanw), or “proficient in both culture
and combat”; 82 ZE ZE (néngge shanwl) literally
means “good at singing and dancing,” and is used
to describe someone lively and artistically gifted.

An eloquent and persuasive person is 58 5 EZ #¥
(néngydn shanbian), emphasizing the speaker’s logic
and debate skills. But a similar idiom, €17 =18
(néngshud huidao), which also means “articulate,”
stresses the speaker’s charm and fluency.

BE can also be about personal quality. The idiom
B2 JE B2 {# (néngad néngshén), literally meaning
“able to bend and stretch,” describes resilience,
the wisdom to endure hardship when necessary,
and the ability to seize opportunity when the
time 1s right.

In ancient Chinese, § can also mean people
with talent, and is often paired with ¥ (xian,
virtuous and talented). In the Ist-century BCE
Confucian text Book of Rites ((%,3C )), Confucius
described an ideal society in which “the virtuous
and capable are appointed (£ 5% 5 GE xudnxidn
junéng)” and honesty and harmony are upheld.

Mencius, a 4th-century BCE Confucius scholar,

put renewed emphasis on the same idea when it
came to state governance, suggesting that a wise
ruler should let those with integrity hold high
positions and those with talent take on important

roles (&4 f2E 7L ED xidnzhé zaiwei,
néngzhé zaizh).

On the other hand, Daoism—the other major
school of ancient Chinese philosophy—points out
a downside to being overly capable. The phrase &
E %% (néngzhé dusldo), meaning “those who can
do, do more,” first appeared in Zhuangzi ({ = £ )),
a foundational Daoist text from the 2nd to 3rd
century BCE. It reflects the Daoist ideal of “non-
action”—allowing things to unfold naturally rather
than forcing or interfering.

But watch out if your boss or coworker throws
this idiom your way—in today’s workplace, it has
implications: a compliment that recognizes your
skills and effort while subtly signaling you should
carry more load.

B¢ can be used in praise, as in YRKEE 7| (Nf
tainéng le! —*“You’re impressive!” But it can also
have a sarcastic bite: FLYREE ! (Jiu il néng!)—“Well,
aren’t you something?” For more negative words
associated with the character, there’s {82 (dinéng,
dim-witted) and S 8¢ (winéng, incompetent).

Perhaps most frequently, 8¢ indicates that one
possesses certain abilities, such as a child who can
talk (52758 1 néng shuohua) or walk (g€ ZE E néng
z&ull), or an international student who can speak
Chinese (g5 7 3Z néng shud Zhongwén) or write
Chinese characters (§£ 5IX = néng xié Hanzi).

Another common use of ¢ is to mean “energy”
in the scientific sense, as in 878 (néngyudn), which
includes B8 B (diannéng, electrical energy), 1% 8E
(hénéng, nuclear energy), X fHAE (taiyangnéng,
solar power), and more. In the realm of science
and technology, 8 also appears in & ¢ (zhinéng),
meaning “smart” or “intelligent,” as in smartphone
(%9 8E 34|, zhinéng shoup), or smart home (& 58 % =
zhinéng jiaja).

Currently, artificial intelligence, or A T %5
BE (réngong zhinéng), is fueling fierce competition
among developers. One might say these innovators
are like the Eight Immortals, individually
demonstrating unique talents, but capable of
changing the world when they come together. B



