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Foreword

-1

Language is a vehicle for communicating thoughts. As we know from daily experience, thoughts simply occur.
The mind pulsates and wanders as neurons fire away in their multi-dimensional splendour. How, then, can any
language which strings words together one-dimensionally be expected to express a body of thoughts faithfully?

Now I have no business saying this in the foreword to a dictionary, but surely the best communication cannot be
through words. To wit, minds meet when two lovers gaze fondly at each other; not a single word passes between
them as the deepest affection is exchanged. From the earliest days, artists have applied colours and shaped forms
to release their innermost emotions. Musicians have done the same with sounds. Thus expressions of feeling
have always been successfully conveyed through images and forms.

Unfortunately, scientists cannot rely solely on the use of images and forms. The messages they transmit must be
unambiguously understood by all recipients. Their statements have to be accurate and logically structured from
one part to the next, and each element must be exactly defined and concise. For scientific use, language devel-
oped out of life’s normal experience is deficient in many respects, the most notable being its scant and multi-pur-
pose vocabulary. New terms must be coined as new concepts emerge.

At first, scientists adopted familiar terms from daily life. Household words like weight, force, momentum, and en-
ergy were appropriated, each receiving a mathematically precise re-definition. Before long, however, familiar
terms became exhausted and new ones had to be invented. Thus the phenomenon of technical jargon reared its
"ugly" head. Because of it, the lay public began to perceive scientists as an odd lot communicating in
incomprehensible tongues. Meanwhile, those in science and technology who had become impressed with their
own status relied on this special form of communicative disorder to seek refuge from the crowd. In short order,
scientists in different disciplines lost their ability to converse with one another as well.

Further complications arose when scientists of different nationalities attempted to cope with the jargon that had
sprung up in different languages. Fortunately, fresh scientific ideas do not crop up everywhere all at once. It is
usually the case that a country which has taken the lead in a particular field exports its new vocabulary, inducing
others to coin corresponding terms in their own languages. Such adaptation can be effortless across languages
that share similar roots, or for languages that routinely expand their vocabulary by phonetic means. Thus
English, the international language of modern science and technology, has generally become the standard bearer
for new scientific terms.

For a language like Chinese, the considerations mentioned above do not apply. Every new term must be
invented, using existing characters if at all possible. The act of invention calls for imagination and flair as well as
logical consistency, making it as much an art as a science. In most cases, the resulting Chinese term bears little
relation to its original source. A good English-Chinese dictionary of science and technology, therefore, becomes
a necessary interface between the Chinese-speaking world and the international community.

Those who will benefit from it include students, to whom such a dictionary is an indispensable tool of learning.
They include teachers, researchers, engineers, executives, lawyers, and indeed professionals in all walks of life in
our increasingly technology-based society. Financiers, investors, businessmen, and industrialists can all profit
from it as China advances into the 21st century as an economic giant soon and a technological power next. In ad-
dition to these intended uses, a good English-English-Chinese dictionary of science and technology will also help
Chinese speakers to learn English, and English speakers to learn Chinese.

As 1 said, the best communication cannot be through spoken or written words. Surely science will someday en-
able us to share thoughts immediately through the superimposition of minds in all their glorious dimensions.
When that moment arrives, language as we know it will become an anachronism. But until then, languages
treated with care and respect, and used with precision, will remain our most effective means of communication.
And a superior dictionary will long remain precious.

President
Professor Chia-Wei Woo, BS, MA, PhD
The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology
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Surveying (Surv.) #&*¥
Telecommunications (Telecomm.) %
including 23
Cables M4
Radio FZi#
Telegraphy iR
Telephony 3%
Textiles £74
including 35 :
Spinning %i%
Weaving Hi&
Veterinary Science (Vet.) K%
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