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Forty Years as Student and Teacher 

(English summary of the first 20th Anniversary Lecture delivered by Professor Yang 
Chen-ning in the Sir Run Run Shaw Hall, The Chinese University of Hong Kong on 2nd 
March, 1983.) 

In this lecture, Professor Yang Chen-ning reviews and shares with the audience his 
personal experience as student and teacher in the past forty years. 

During his pre-school days, Professor Yang learned at the age of four 3,000 Chinese 
characters from his mother and later received instruction from a private tutor. The first 
primary school he attended was in Xiamen but after a year he had to move to Beijing 
(then called Beiping) as his father, a Mathematics Professor, left Xiamen University for 
Tsinghua University. In 1938, when his family was in Kunming, he gained admission to 
National Southwest Associated University - an association of Tsinghua, Peking and 
Nankai Universities during war-time. Famous professors of the three universities came 
together to form very strong departments and it was under their tutelage and in this 
stimulating academic climate that Professor Yang laid a very solid foundation for futUFe 
research. Among his Physics teachers were such famous scholars as Chao Zhung-rao, 
Wu You-xun, Zhou Pei-yuan, Wu Da-you and Wang Zhu-xi. Under the guidance of 
Professor Wu Da-you, who was his supervisor for the BSc thesis, he developed an interest 
in the physical concept of symmetry. Professor Wang Zhu-xi was his supervisor for the 
MSc thesis, which led him into the field of Statistical Mechanics. Symmetry and Statistical 
Mechanics were to become his life-long studies. 

From 1944 to 194 5, he taught for a year at a secondary school before going to the 
United States for further studies. He was an admirer of three great physicists, Einstein, 
Fermi and Dirac. Their styles, according to Yang, had something in common, i.e. the 
ability to abstract the essence from very complicated physical phenomena and reduce 
it to mathematical formulae. Professor Yang enrolled at the University of Chicago in 
1946 after he learnt that Fermi had accepted an offer to teach there. At Chicago, he 
maintained a dose relationship with Fermi, who had very deep influence on him, and 
Professor Teller, the 'Father of H-bomb', who became his PhD supervisor. He had already 
learned the deduction method in China, and under Teller, he was inspired by the 
induction method. The combined influence of the education he received in the two 
countries determined the future direction of his research. After two and a half years' 
work, he was awarded a PhD degree in 1948 and was appointed to the faculty as an 
instructor. 

A year later, oh the recommendation of both Fermi and Teller, he was accepted by 
Oppenheimer to join the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, New Jersey, where he 
stayed for seventeen years. In 1965, Professor Yang accepted an invitation to teach at the 
State University of New York at Stonybrook, where he stayed for another seventeen 
years, during which period he helped to build up this newly established University and its 
Institute for Theoretical Physics. 

12 

In recent years, Professor Yang has frequently visited China and has been instru­
mental in promoting cultural exchange, bringing about joint research projects and helping 
to establish a friendly relationship between the two countries. 

For decades, his research has centred on Symmetry and on Statistical Mechanics . 
. Among his collaborators are such outstanding scholars as Professors Tsung-Dao Lee, 

Dai-Jun Wu and R.L. Mills. He considers himself and his contemporary physicists very 
lucky to have been able to embark on a new branch of study, Particle Physics, which grew 
up with his generation of physicists. This branch of Physics, which provides man with a 
basic understanding of the structure of the physical world, has made rapid strides since. 

On looking back, Professor Yang underlined his luck in being able to enjoy a 
relatively peaceful academic life amid the turmoil of civil wars and the Sino-Japanese 
War. He is glad that he had the opportunity.to experience two types of schooling: Eastern 
and Western. In counting his blessings in the past, he urges himself to work hard in the 

future. 
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