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Multiple Barriers in the Process of Accepting New
Terms and New Concepts in Late Qing China

Zhang Qing

Abstract: Aiming at accepting knowledge from foreign countries, translation activities in cultural
exchanges often bring about new terms and new concepts from abroad. New terms and new concepts
became a symbol of the birth of the modern world for the West, and they also became a symbol of
transformation for late Qing China. Moreover, it could be said that they reshaped society and history of
China. However, since there were creative processes in translation activities, new terms and new concepts
could not match the old vocabularies properly, and, as a result, there were cultural conflicts in cultural

exchanges.

The barriers in the process of accepting new terms and new concepts in late Qing China were threefold.
One was the barrier of knowledge. At that time, not only Westerners but also Chinese literati-elites, even
the experts on translating, all translated new words from the West into Chinese by means of transliteration.
Both language competence and comprehension of foreign languages played important roles in this matter.
Knowledge was the key to finding suitable words or inventing new words in translation. The second barrier
was caused by politics. In the context that the view of China as “lands under the heaven (tian xia)” fell
apart, new terms and new concepts reflected the turn of political discourse. New terms and new concepts
related to politics promoted the currents of revolution; meanwhile, they were rejected and excluded by
those who firmly defended the old political order. The third barrier was caused by culture. Some of the
new terms and new concepts were introduced into China from Japan; furthermore, literary forms from
Japan spread diffusely in China with the help of newspapers and magazines. This phenomenon aroused
anxiety and tension of the Chinese literati-elites. Therefore, Ministry of Education of the Qing government
paid much attention to the vocabularies and literary forms from Japan when examining the textbooks for
students in schools. From late Qing to early Republican period, new vocabularies used for naming new
objects and understanding new concepts were accepted by the Chinese without much resistance though
there were barriers of knowledge, politics and culture. Nevertheless, substantial divergences continually

occurred when new terms and new concepts were imported to reshape Chinese history and society.
Keywords: new terms; new concepts; knowledge; politics; culture; conflict
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OeOe 8O

65



o BB E W EH E e 2Ly X R & A

ZO—hfF HBH

R - NESWTHARBACEERR S5 TEENZAFE BRMERZIEE SZHE®
FEE  ZHRAER > FAHEREZD - TXRE SCEME - REDES Blk  UESERER - m
FEZEEAUTT -0

EXEEE &Y "REXE WiE

HER MR B BORT MIEFNASHESEFAESHENZE  BEERE U BE
BEHN—8 - ARFNASHMSETVRREER “MHEE » FEEEBELCHIEE "{EX
B oN—%-

L (1893—1936) E—RICFTF » RENE R FAIRIBRY :

$+HER, EEAXE, AZEARE. AHXGEREEE, AR Y, BB, 5% #

#H. RE, HERY, BEE. 25F. HFEREMILE KBRER , F«BZER ,
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