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The War of Neologisms: The Competition between the Newly
Translated Terms Invented by Yan Fu and by the Japanese
in the Late Qing

Max K. W. Huang’

Abstract

In the late Qing, many newly translated Chinese terms invented by the
Japanese were imported into China with tremendous cultural effect. Facing
this terminological invasion, Chinese officials, scholars, and students such as
Zhang Zhidong, Yan Fu, Lin Shu, Zhang Binglin, and Peng Wenzu harshly
criticized the new vocabulary.  Moreover, some Chinese scholars,
especially the famous translator Yan Fu, created new terms to replace the
Japanese neologisms. This gave rise to a competition that lasted from the
late Qing to the early Republican period. Yet by the 1920s, most of the
terms that had originated in Japan had been incorporated into the Chinese
language at the expense of the terms created by Yan and other Chinese.

This article describes the competition and discusses the abandoned
neologisms invented by Yan Fu. These terms included transliterated terms
such as “tuodu” ($A%F, total), “yaoni”(Z.EE, unit), “niefu” (JE{K, nerve),
“luoji” (F#8, logic), “wutuobang” (EFEFB, utopia), as well as newly
invented translations such as “guanpin” (‘'E &%, organic), “bule” (ZF&f,
organization), “qunxue” (Ff22, sociology), “mingxue” (%&£, logic), and
“tianzhi” and “minzhi” CKg - EE, rights).

Most of the terms invented by Yan gave way to Japanese neologisms.
The failure of Yan’s own neologisms was also seen in his failure to unify
translated terms when he was the head of the Office for the Compilation of

Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica
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Translated Terms in the Ministry of Education. The competition between
the terms invented by Yan and by the Japanese indicates that Xun Zi’s view
on “the correct use of names” is still insightful. Xun Zi noted, “Names have
no intrinsic ‘appropriateness.’ They are bound to something by agreement
in order to name it. The agreement becomes fixed, the custom is
established, and it is called ‘appropriate.’.... Names do not have intrinsic
good qualities. When a name is direct, easy, and not at odd with the thing,
it is called a ‘good name.”” There were some “good names” in Yan’s
translations, but unfortunately they were not fixed by public agreement.
Nevertheless, his ways of creating new terms revealed proper standards of
translation.

Kéywords: Yan Fu, Zhang Zhidong, Japanese neologisms, Office for the

Compilation of Translated Terms



