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en women from around
China have been honored
w i t h t h e 20 17 C h i n a
Young Women in Science
Fellowships in a ceremony
in Beijing.
The fellowship was jointly established
by the China Association for Science
and Technology, the Chinese National
Commission for UNESCO and L’Oreal
China in 2004 to recognize the
outstanding achievements of young
female scholars in various fields of
scientific research. More than 100
women have been presented awards
for their research in agriculture,
biology, communications, medicine
and other areas.
This year’s laureates included: Lu Yanli,
director of the Maize Research Institute
of Sichuan Agricultural University;
Wang Peifang, professor at the College
of Environment of Hohai University,
Nanjing; Wu Xiaoqun, professor in the
School of Mathematics and Statistics
of Wuhan University; and Tao Xiaoming,
associate professor in the Department
of Electronic Engineering of Tsinghua
University.
While the pursuit of academic
excellence can often be hampered by
the pressures of balancing family life
with work commitments, the experience
of top female scientists shows that with
determination, a tolerant environment
and a flexible approach, it is possible to
realize their ambitions.
Zhang Yan, 43, a professor at the
College of Life Sciences at Peking
University, was one of this year’s winners.
As one of the world’s leading
scientists in her area of research,
she has been investigating
neurodegenerative diseases, and
Alzheimer’s disease in particular, for
over a decade, in an attempt to unravel
their pathogenic mechanisms.
“Women in China inevitably have to
contribute greatly to their families,”
Zhang said. “So this award is a form of
encouragement for female scientists.
And it also acts as an example to young
female students that women can excel
in scientific research like men, while
also successfully raising a family.”
Many female students, whether they
are undergraduates or graduates, are
extremely exceptional, but academic
circles in China are still largely
dominated by men, Zhang said.
“Where have all the women gone? Why
don’t they continue with their studies?”
After giving birth to her second
child last year, Zhang said, she seldom
needs to work overtime.
“It’s not as difficult as many young
female students may imagine. I work
efficiently during the day. In the morning,
I concentrate on my work one hundred
percent, with my phone in silent mode.
In fact within the space of just four hours,
you can achieve a lot. In the afternoon I
deal with other work. My role as a mother
and a wife is also very important, and I
enjoy it quite a lot.
“It’s a pity that a lot of female
students just give up without trying.”
Minutes before the presentation
ceremony on Jan. 12, Zhang agreed
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with two of the other award winners,
Xu Qi and Yang Li, that they never
suffered gender discrimination during
their education and in the field of
scientific research, a world in which
academics prove their ability through
the strength of their research papers.
Xu, a researcher with the Chinese
Academy of Sciences, has been

studying the pathogenesis of severe
n e u ro pa t hy, s u c h a s e p i l e psy,
schizophrenia and depression.
Yang, a professor with Peking
University Hospital, is an expert in the
clinical prevention and treatment of
acute kidney injury and its pathogenic
mechanisms.
Xu and Yang, both in their early 40s,

were roommates when they studied at
the Peking University Health Science
Center 20 years ago.
“I didn’t feel gender discrimination as
a student,” Zhang said. “When I started
to run my own laboratory I realized
women in fact have an advantage in the
male-dominated world of science.”
Yang agreed.

“Yes, it’s often easier for female
teachers to communicate with
students in the laboratory.”
Xu started studying at Peking
University when she was 14, the
youngest student in her class.
“Being female has always been an
advantage for me since I was young.
Many male colleagues joked that if
they were a woman they could have
been as successful as me.”
Xu said: “I grew up in an environment
that was very tolerant toward women.”
Zhang agreed. A tolerant atmosphere
of gender equality is beneficial for the
growth of women in any field, she said.
However, being a woman still
means they have to make more of
a contribution to their families than
most men, Yang said.
“If you want to be as successful as
men you have to work harder.”
Yang acknowledged that even when
she recruits doctors she prefers men
because “female doctors will take
maternity leave once on average,
sometimes twice, if they have a second
child. This puts a lot of pressure on their
colleagues, and presents a very practical
problem for hospitals in China.”
Although they may have to work
harder than their male counterparts,
female scientists remain passionate
about their work, driven by the hope of
becoming the first in their field to find
solutions to problems that may have
stumped scientists for decades.
“It’s funny that when I was younger,
the first thing I would do when I woke
up in the morning was to search the
global database for new papers on my
research topic published overnight,”
Xu said.
She worked for the international
Human Genome Project for six months
as a graduate student in the 1990s,
and her eyes light up when she talks
about that experience.
“It was just as an important project
in the 20th century as the Manhattan
Project that built the atomic bomb, or
the Apollo moon landing program. I am
very honored for having been a part
of it.”
Zhang said: “I seldom think about
how great my work is, but it’s such
great fun to be the first to discover
something previously unknown to
the world. I have always enjoyed this
aspect.”
Yang said she is an enthusiastic
inquirer, which is a necessar y
characteristic of a researcher.
“First of all, you must have the desire
to ask questions and find the answers
to them, no matter how big, small,
deep or shallow those questions are.”
Xu agreed, saying that holding
onto the curiosity each person was
born with is an important attribute.
Besides undertaking research, she also
supervises students.
“I’m confident that my students will
hold on to their tenacity and curiosity
about scientific research after they
complete their five years of study. As
a teacher, the most important thing is
to safeguard every student’s curiosity
and confidence.”

Lots in translation, with Bach in the background
By LIU XIANGRUI
As a translator, Zhang Butian is
one of a kind, given that most of his
translations are related to the history
of science, an academic branch that is
just finding its feet in China.
For now, extremely few translators
are engaged in such work, because it is
typically dull, difficult, and pays poorly.
Ev e n t h e m o s t o u t s t a n d i n g
translators in the field are seldom
known to the public.
However, a passion to share
knowledge has prompted Zhang to dig
deep into these usually thick books.
Zhang, who translates from English
into Chinese, says the study of history of
science is critical for understanding it as
well as the modern world, and he says
that through translating the classics
of the subject he can help Chinese
learn more about the West, and in turn
understand their own culture.
Over the past 17 years, Zhang, 39,
has produced more than 40 books
on the history of science, and several
more are waiting to be published.
As a student, Zhang, who did his
bachelor’s degree in physics at the
University of Science and Technology
of China in 2000, was driven by
questions like “Why do the world and
humans, including me, exist?”
So he decided to move on from
science to philosophy, and got his
master’s and Ph.D. in the subject at
Peking University.
He then worked at the Chinese
Academy of Sciences before taking up
his current job as an associate professor
in the Department of the History of
Science at Tsinghua University, Beijing.
During the winter break at the
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university, Zhang says, he finds more
free time to translate.
When he is translating, he sits in
front of a laptop with an open book
next to it and keeps working, taking
only short breaks.

And often, his favorite pieces by
Johann Sebastian Bach play in the
background.
Speaking of his work, he says: “I
figured it out a long time ago, that
translation is the most important thing
for me.”
Zhang says his translation career
took off accidentally in 2001, when
he was auditing the class of Wu
Guosheng, a science historian at
Peking University.
Wu asked him to translate a part of
the book Newtonian Studies by the
French philosopher Alexander Koyre.
Wu was satisfied with his work and
gave Zhang the job to translate the
whole book.
Zhang spent the whole summer
holiday on it.
Every morning, Zhang, who returned
to his hometown in Henan province,
took along the book, a dictionary,
some paper and his lunch, to his
family’s new but empty house to work.
And he would not return home until
dinner time.
With no computer, Zhang had to
write out the translation, and type and
proofread every word on a borrowed
computer later, he says.
“The book was boring. But
translation was new to me.”
The next year he came across a very
good introductory book on philosophy
in the library and was eager to translate
it into Chinese.
He then contacted someone he
knew in a publishing house, and after
writing proposals he was allowed to
take up the translation project.
The book, The Big Questions, was
reprinted several times and was well
received by readers.

Zhang says his eagerness to share
good things with others is his biggest
motivator.
“When I read about things that stun
me with their genius and perfection,
I think I should not enjoy them alone.
There must be others who are also
interested in and will appreciate them
the way I do.”
He also understands that his books
may be too technical for most readers.
And he jokes that he is picky about
his readers. But he says that it is still
good to be able to “enjoy a spiritual
connection with a small number.”
While his name is occasionally
noticed by readers and few people
know who he is, Zhang says this
special existence is “cool,” although
he does care about his reputation.
Persistence has played a key role in
helping him translate so many books
over the years, he says.
“Just like walking, you need to make
only a little effort for every step. The hard
part is never to stop taking small steps,
and then you can walk long distances.”
However, there have been times when
he found it hard to move along.
When translating The Theological
Origins of Modernity by the American
scholar Michael Mien Gillespie, he
says, he thought about giving up twice.
“But when that happens, all I do is
to stand up, take a break, calm myself
and then go back.”
Fo r G i l l e s p i e ’s b o o k , Z h a n g
traveled to other cities but carried
the work along — just to change the
environment he was working in.
After sitting up for two months
in an office in Beijing without air
conditioning in the hot summer, he
finished the book, which was rated

9.3 out of 10 by readers on Douban, a
popular review website in China.
The readers described it as smooth
and unlike many other translations of
books.
Years of devotion have earned Zhang
a good name in publishing, and he is
given the freedom to pick which book
should be translated.
Zhang has independently planned
and translated two series of books.
While he is prolific, he takes his time
and does his work carefully.
As the original languages in which
the classic books are written are
German, Dutch or even Latin, his
knowledge of German, which he
learned at university, and Latin, which
he learned on his own, are of great
help.
For some important books he checks
the content in the original language
and compares it carefully with the
English version, and adds footnotes.
Commenting on Zhang’s work, Li
Tingting, one of his editors, says: “He
honors simplicity. In his translation,
you can hardly find any redundant
words.”
Zhang has a clear idea about what
he wants to do and then focuses on
it, Li says.
While Li says that it has taken
great determination to devote so
many years to translation — which
is lowly paid and not regarded as an
academic achievement — Zhang says
he is lucky to have found a mission he
wants to accomplish. Looking ahead,
he says: “There are too many good
books waiting to be translated. I have
accumulated some experience in
translating. It would be a pity not to
take advantage of it.”

