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For most scientists, their greatest contributions lie in their own fi elds of science. However, the 
one for whom we are reading the citation today considers it his lifetime achievement ‘to have 
lifted the low self-esteem of Chinese people’. We’re talking about Professor Chen-Ning Franklin 
Yang.

Born in Hefei of Anhui in 1922, Yang entered into the National Southwestern Associated University 
in 1938 and studied physics – a discipline that would become his life-long pursuit. As the war was 
raging in China at the time, he had to study under extremely harsh conditions with constant fears 
of bombardment. Nevertheless, it did not dent Yang’s passion for physics. After graduating from 
the University with the bachelor’s and postgraduate degrees, he received a scholarship as a top 
candidate to study in the United States. In just two years’ time, he received a doctoral degree 
from the University of Chicago. In the following decade, he taught at the Institute for Advanced 
Study – the birthplace of theoretical physics. Thanks to his talent and, even more importantly, 
his industriousness, he was going towards making a name for himself internationally in physics. 

That moment came when Yang fi rst captured the attention of the science world in 1956 when 
he and Professor Tsung-Dao Lee formulated the Law of the parity nonconservation in weak 
interaction which broke what had been regarded as the ‘Golden Rule’ of conservation of parity 
in physics. This ground-breaking discovery awed the world and earned him the joint Nobel Prize 
in physics with Lee at the age of 35. As one of the fi rst Chinese who won this envious prize, 
Yang showed to the world that if he can make it against all odds in a war-torn China, so can the 
Chinese with their undaunted spirit. In a more impactful way, his success galvanized the Chinese 
youths to dedicate themselves to the advancement of science of China. 

Another case that shows his infl uence is the Yang-Mills theory which Yang formulated with 
Robert Laurence Mills in 1954. It is regarded as one of the greatest theories in the 20th century 
and it changed the direction of physics studies over the past few decades. The key to his 
becoming such a world-renowned scientist lies in his extraordinary ability to unlock the puzzles 
and wonders of physics and he does it his way. Look at the string of his other awards and honours 
he has received and you will surely know that his medal chest contains not just the Nobel 
Prize. Over the years, he has received:    Rumford Prize, National Medal of Science, Benjamin 
Franklin Medal Bower Award, Bower Award. He was a foreign member of the Chinese Academy 
of Sciences, a member of the United States National Academy of Sciences, a foreign member of 
the Royal Society, and academician of the Academia Sinica.

Yang was dedicated to academic pursuits alongside his teaching when he was in the US. Many 
famous physicists were once his students. In spite of his long residence in America, he never 
forgot where his root was. Driven by his patriotic sentiment, he was one of the earliest Chinese 
scholars to revisit China in 1971 following the thaw of the diplomatic relationship between 
China and the US. His visited the universities in China and gave speeches. His mission was to 
bridge the two countries and introduce to China the frontier knowledge of the West. 

Last but not least, Yang has close relationships with our University. He was the fi rst overseas 
scholar to give our students a lecture as early as in 1982.  And in February this year, he presented 
a talk in our University entitled ‘My experience as student and researcher’. In this full-house 
lecture, he shared unreservedly with the audience his growth and his experiences of learning 
and research. 


