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[Research Notes])

Translating Western Knowledge into Late Imperial China:

Introduction to the Modern Chinese Scientific
Terminologies Project

Natascha Vittinghoff-Gentz
Gottingen University

The amount of translations a certain culture is making in a certain period tells about its historical and
geographical sensitivity; moreover, also the specific modes of translations reveal the self-awareness of a
culture in its relation to other cultures. As is widely known, in late imperial China many Chinese and
Westerners made strong efforts to translate various books from each culture into the language of the other,
and these efforts did lay a strong basis for our mutual cultural understanding, partially valid until today.

The Modern Chinese Scientific Terminologies Project (MCST), which I want to introduce here, started
in December 1996 and is intending to reconstruct parts of this early international dialogue by researching the
formation of a scientific vocabulary in late Qing China. Centered around research units at the East Asian
Department of the University of Gottingen and the Institute for Philosophy of Technical University Berlin,
directed by Michael Lackner (Gottingen) in collaboration with Hans Poser (Berlin) and sponsored by the
Volkswagen Foundation the project is intending to systematically reconstruct the formation and development
of the terms in which scientific discourse was and is articulated in the Chinese speaking worlds.

The terms that were needed to translate new ideas from various fields of Western learning into Chinese
discourse were coined in a process that relied from the onset to a great extent on intercultural cooperation.
Besides from Chinese literati, Japanese scholars and Protestant missionaries from many Western countries
were involved in the invention of the new lexicon. No matter if working on their own or in groups, all
translators had to overcome enormous cultural and linguistic difficulties. For instance, in contrast to
translations between European languages where translators searching an appropriate rendering could turn to
Greek or Latin prototypes, the Chinese language did not share a conceptual reservoir with the Indo-European
languages wherefrom new terms could be inferred.

The project bases the reconstruction of the scientific terminologies that have evolved from the complex
process of translation, appropriation and intellectual naturalization on the systematic examination of
extensive source materials. Due to the vast amount of relevant sources, the project will limit its scope during
its initial four year stage to the disciplines of philosophy, physics, chemistry, geography (i.e. "knowledge on
foreign countries"), politics and international law. In addition, it will concentrate on the formative period of
modern Chinese scientific vocabulary between 1840 and 1920. Besides contemporary dictionaries and
encyclopedias, the MCST-Project takes into account selected monographs and translations of works on
individual scientific disciplines or topics, textbooks, introductory articles in learned journals and the evolving
press as well as essays, travel reports, diaries and personal memoirs written by Chinese diplomats, scholars
and students.

This material is collected in a bibliographical database on the transmission of Western learning into
China, that by now contains more than 5.000 relevant titles (monographs and articles). It will be published in
printed form as an annotated bibliography, which shall provide informations not only about author and
content of a book but also its history and technical data, like distribution, reprints etc. In addition the research
teams in Gottingen and Berlin have established a preliminary sample of new Chinese scientific terms on the
basis of specialized and general dictionaries published between 1815 and 1916. This terminological sample



that is intended to serve as a guideline for the readings of primary texts currently includes entries on approx.
88.000 simple and compound terms. The database should serve as the basis for the intended publication of an
English-Chinese Historical Dictionary of Modern Chinese Scientific Terminologies. The entries of this
dictionary will consist of a chronology of diverging translations of a certain English term, like "science",
"logic", "diffraction", "society" etc., followed by a historical sketch, explaining the changes and stabilization
of the translation of the specific term.

As the process of naturalizing concepts of Western science in China occured as a complex reciprocal
exchange of meanings, ideas and interpretations, the general cultural contexts of this undertaking has to be
considered as well. Due to the fact that every translation, as a process of cultural interpretation, involves the
tradition of inherited knowledge and experience, systematic research into the translation process opens up a
wide field of theoretical and practical questions. Choices in the translation of selected notions from alien
systems of knowledge were influenced and restricted by factors as divergent as institutional frameworks,
social positions, biographical horizons, fashions or market conditions, in addition to genres, linguistic rules
of word-formation, language registers and the traditional or customary vocabulary. They were also
preconditioned by preconceived ideas and ideologies or more general (national) interests and indigenous
exigencies. As Chinese and Western scientists and translators jointly participated in the then rather new
efforts to establish an international scientific discourse, the contemporary state of the art in the various
sciences, the current ways of classifying knowledge as well as ideological, religious and linguistic strategies
and interests must all be taken into account as decisive factors shaping the creation and accumulation of a
consistent lexicon. Studies in this broad field of the history of translation in China as well as more elaborated
studies on certain terms etc. shall be published in a series of occasional papers tentatively titled Archives for
Chinese Terminological History.

A research project of this scope is of course impossible without the cooperation of experts working in
the field. Since its start in December 1996, the MCST-Project has established a number of cooperations that
have already greatly enriched and facilitated our work. In Europe, the project collaborates with researchers
from the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales and the CNRS in Paris, the University of Oslo as
well as partners in the UK. Cooperations with Chinese institutions include the Shanghai Academy of Social
Sciences, the Institute for the History of the Natural Sciences at Academia Sinica in Peking, Fudan
University in Shanghai as well the City University of Hong Kong and the Chinese Language Society of
Hong Kong. All of the above and a number of other scholars met for a two day workshop at the University of
Gottingen in October 1997. The publication of this conference volume is currently in peparation. A second
international conference is scheduled to take place from December 6-9, 1999. (On these activities please see
our website http:/ www.gwdg.de/~oas/wsc).

Given the broad range of our project any support in our efforts is warmly welcomed, and we would like
to encourage scholars and students in the fields of e.g. linguistics, cultural history, history of science or the
political and social history of Late Imperial China to join this endeavour.

[ Academic Conference])

A Report on the International Symposium on Sino-German
Relations since 1800

Ricardo K.S. Mak


http://www.gwdg.de/~oas/wsc

Department of History
Hong Kong Baptist University

The International Symposium on Sino-German Relations since 1800 organized by the Sino-Western

Relations Program of the David Lam Institute of East-West Studies was successfully held on 9th October
1998 at the Conference Room of the Ho Sin Hang Campus of the Hong Kong Baptist University. This one-
day event provided chances for more than thirty historians, philosophers, linguists and political scientists
from Australia, China, Germany, Hong Kong and the USA to present research findings and to exchange
views on various subjects related to political relations, economic co-operation and cultural interflow between
China and Germany. This symposium was a bold attempt, because Hong Kong’s historical research tradition
that has all along emphasized Sino-British and Sino-American relations left this topic an undeveloped one.
Furthermore, many historians and social scientists chose to avoid it as a result of the language barriers and
the lack of research materials. However, the Sino-Western Relations Research Program of the David Lam
East-West Studies Institute, whose aim is to investigate China’s relations to the outer world since the 18th
century, insists on exploring this neglected but important area. Having decided early this year to organize an
international symposium as a pilot project, members of the program began to approach experts in this field.
While responses of scholars were very encouraging, the early phase of preparation was hindered to a certain
extent by the lack of funding. Thanks to the financial support of the David Lam Institute, the Department of
History of the Hong Kong Baptist University and the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), which
funded the visit of two German scholars, the symposium could be held on schedule.

The symposium began with the opening speech of Prof. Paul Wong, Dean of Social Sciences of the
Hong Kong Baptist University who had just assumed duties in September. Trained as a sociologist, Prof.
Wong acquainted himself in his early years with German philosophy and social theories, which still exert
great influence over contemporary sociological discourse. His retrospect of his exposure to the German
intellectual tradition was in fact a vivid account of Sino-German cultural relations from his personal
perspective. The head of the Department of History of the Hong Kong Baptist University, Dr. Chow Kai
Wing’s welcome speech, in addition to reiterating Hong Kong unique and advantageous position in the
studies of Sino-Western relations, encouraged further international co-operation in research beyond historical
studies.

The first panel of the symposium “Germans and the Chinese Society” consisting of four papers about
Germans in Qingdao and in Hong Kong in the 19th century was chaired by Prof. Gerhold Becker, a German
philosopher who has served the Hong Kong Baptist University for more than ten years. Dr. Klaus
Muhlhahn from the Free University of Berlin examined in his paper “Power, Authority and Resistance in a
Colonial Society: Germans and Chinese in Qingdao, 1897-1914” the interaction between the Germans and
the Chinese in a German colony. His paper demonstrated on the one hand how the German colonists “used
the technologies of Big-Power in order to establish stable structures of authority and strategies of control
among the Chinese population,” and on the other hand showed how the Chinese rural population and the
urban dwellers reacted to the German rule. As the discussant Tao Feiya of the Shandong University pointed
out, Muhlhahn’s research, though relying solely on German and English sources, was a useful complement to
the Chinese works on this topic. The papers of Dr. Ricardo Mak and Dr. Timothy Wong, both from the
Hong Kong Baptist University, and Dr. Winfried Speitkamp from the University of Giessen formed

interestingly a single block of arguments. Ricardo Mak’s “German Economic Activities in joth Century
Hong Kong: an Overview” and Winfried Speitkamp’s “The Germans in Hong Kong 1860-1914: Social Life,

Political Interests and National Identity” joint force to show that the Germans in j9th century Hong Kong,
while co-operating closely with the British, playing down their German identity and quite often distancing
themselves from the Prussian and later the German governments, had their own methods to maintain a
coherent German community and to upkeep their national consciousness. In contrast to Ricardo Mak and
Winfried Speitkamp who handled the Germans in Hong Kong as a group, Timothy Wong attempted a micro-
historical research on Eitel, one of the most prominent German missionaries in Hong Kong. His paper “The
Limits in Ambiguities of the German Identity: With Special Reference to Ernest Eitel” echoed with Ricardo
Mak and Winfried Speitkamp’s observations: Eitel showed his German identity only when it enabled him to
carry out his duties effectively, and hid it when it obstructed his work. Commenting on these three papers,



Rev. Carl Smith from the Hong Kong Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society inspired the participants by
suggesting a comparative studies of the German communities in Hong Kong, in Shanghai and in Shandong.

The second panel that concentrated on the German views of Chinese history and the development of
German Sinology was conducted under the chairmanship of Prof. J. Barton Starr, Chair Professor of the
Department of History of the Hong Kong Baptist University. Dr. Thomas Fuchs from the University of
Giessen, through analyzing the intellectual climate and political environment in Germany at the turn of the

j9th century in his “The Image of China in German Historical Literature of the 19th Century,” showed how
and why China was degraded to a second-rate nation in the German historical writings in the post-
revolutionary era. Closely related to the German conception of Chinese history was the emergence of
German Sinology. Brigham Young University’s Prof. David B. Honey discussed the characteristics of
German Sinology in his “Cultural Missionaries of China to the West: An Overview of German Sinology.” He
made great effort to show the affinity of classical philology, librarianship and German sinology, the
continuous connection between German and English scholarly interests in China and German sinologists’
strong desire to bridge the cultural gap between China and Germany. Dr. Lauren Frederick Pfister of the
Hong Kong Baptist University investigated in his paper “Faber’s Sinological Orientalism” the conception of
Chinese history of Ernest Faber, an important figure of German Sinology, with help of Edward Said’s theory.
Referring to Faber’s works, Pfister illustrated that 19th century German sinologists’ views of Chinese history
were not determined by the sources they read, but by the institution, the language and the conceptual
apparatus of early German sinology. Prof. Werner Meissner, head of the department of Government and
International Studies of the Hong Kong Baptist University and the discussant of this panel, praised these
three solid researches.

Chairman Dr. Danny Paau of the Hong Kong Baptist University kicked off the third panel about Sino-
German cultural exchange, which was held in the afternoon, by briefly introducing the three presenters,
namely Dr. Cheung Chiu-yee of the University of Queensland, Dr. Paul Levine of the Hong Kong Open
University and Dr. Werner Hess of the Hong Kong Baptist University. Cheung Chiu-yee, who had
researched extensively on the Nietzschen philosophy in China, studied in his “The Nietzsche Renaissance in
China” the so-called “Nietzsche Fever” in China since the 1980s. He traced how Nietzsche was transformed
from an intellectual idol in the 1970s to a popularized and somewhat vulgarized marketable product in China
in recent years. Paul Levine looked into Nietzsche’s language philosophy through a linguist’s eyes in his
“Nietzsche’s Influence on Translation Theories,” in an effort to unveil the influence of Buddhism and Taoism
on Nietzsche. In contrast to the above two scholars, Werner Hess who had taught German in China and in
Hong Kong focused his attention on Sino-German cultural exchange on a more practical level. His paper
“German in China: A Case Study in the Utility Value of Foreign Languages” showed “that scope and
curricular content of the teaching of German have always been dependent on domestic political factors and
that they are subject to fluctuating perceptions of the exchange value of the language on both central and
provincial levels.” Prof. Adrian Hsia of the University of McGill was delighted that the first two papers
examined Nietzsche from two entirely different perspectives. David Honey also expressed his great
appreciation to Werner Hess’s fresh viewpoints.

After a brief tea break, Dr. James A. Stewart, Jr. of the Department of History of the Hong Kong
Baptist University announced the commencement of the last panel “Germany and Modern Chinese Political
Culture.” The three papers on this panel traced the influence of three different German schools of thought on
modern China. In her “Karl Marx, German Marxism and the Founding of the Chinese Communist Party” Dr.
Cindy Y. Y. Chu from the Hong Kong Baptist University not only reexamined the socialist ideas transmitted
to China in the early twentieth century, but also reassessed the contributions of the founding fathers of the
Chinese Communist Party. Prof. Xu Youwei of the China’s Textile University and Dr. Danny Paau’s studies
converged on the point that for many Chinese intellectuals in the 1930s, German fascism characterized by
discipline, absolute obedience and tightly organized social system could be a solution of China’s social,
economic and political problems. Xu Youwei’s “German Fascism in Chinese Eyes: With Reference to Qiantu
Magazine” demonstrated how the progressive Chinese intellectuals’ penchant for German fascism was
reflected in one of the most influential magazines in the 1930s. Danny Paau went further to point out in his
“German Fascism as a National Model for Republican China” that, having experimented different Western
reform models, some Chinese intellectuals in that period became convinced that German fascism was the
ideal reform model for China. Although Dr. Lau Yee Cheung of the Chinese University of Hong Kong was
unable to show up, his written report which was read out by Ricardo Mak contained constructive comments
on Cindy Chu and Xu Youwei’s works. He expected Cindy Chu’s paper to be a part of a great project, for it



brought up a number of issues that required further examination. Similarly, he believed that Xu Youwei’s
paper could be expanded into a specialized study of German fascism in China. For Ricardo Mak, the
discussant of Danny Paau’s paper, the fact that some Chinese intellectuals yearned for a nazi-styled

government invited us to compare the fate of China and Germany in the 20th century and the national
characters of the Chinese and the Germans.

Prof. Pan Qichang, Director of European Studies Institute of Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
concluded the symposium by giving a lecture “Sino-German Relations since 1949: Characteristics, Problems
and Perspectives.” Prof. Pan's broad but brilliant analysis not only recaptured the course of Sino-German
relations in the last forty years, but also threw light on the co-operation between the two nations in different

realms in the 215 century.



