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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses the corpus-based English education and translation of ancient
Chinese terminology. China has a long history of language and culture. The recorded
history of Chinese ancient characters dates back to Banpo Times about 6000 years ago.
Based on statistical data from the largest academic corpus in China (CNKI), we analyze
the English translation of eight typical ancient Chinese terminologies in academic
articles. The corpus-based results show that sometimes English translation is rough for
these traditional terminologies by researchers, and there is no further mention of the
potential meaning for these special words to avoid confusion.This undoubtedly prevents
the greater spread of education of Chinese ancient terminologies. The conclusion
suggests that the ancient Chinese characters have independent phonological,
morphological, lexical semantic systems; a substantial corpus is effective to overcome
the language barriers of translation; and it is necessary for researchers to receive both
Chinese and English education for translation of ancient Chinese terminologies.
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INTRODUCTION

China has a long history of culture and language. The earliest Chinese Banpo Age
originated from Banpo Village located in Xi’An, Shan’Xi Province nearly 6000 years
ago. The ancient village relics were firstly unearthed in 1953. The archaeologists from
the Institute of Archaeology (Chinese Academy of Social Sciences) carried out a series
of experiments to test the remains of Banpo Village in 1972(Guo, 1972). According to
archaeological research, the Banpo peoples of western China left their obvious mark
(Zuo, 2015).The results of experiments of isotope carbon 14 suggested that ruins may
come into being in 4000 BC. Early symbols and signs of ancient Chinese characters
were found on the unearthed relics in Banpo site, which means the Banpo peoples may
be the earliest earthbound human beings in China who sometimes communicated by
means of written character (Li, 2011). The Banpo Age surely saw the appearance of
Chinese culture and language.

China began to systematically study its language with the social development after the
appearance of ancient characters. To meet the requirements of language-centered
education, a special school discipline, XIAOXUE, comes into being. This discipline
focuses on ancient characters” studies on phonological system (YINYUN),
morphological system (WENZI), and lexical semantic system (XUNGU). The
philological structure of XIAOXUE became the heart of ancient Chinese education,
bringing a large number of genuinely culture-shared philological terms with the
advancement of knowledge. Up until today, the study on the academic branches of
XIAOXUE is still the core professions of ancient Chinese language majors.

The language systems of Chinese are very different from those of English. Many
ancient philological scholars published their research papers in China, simultaneously
indexed in the largest academic corpus in China (CNKI: China National Knowledge
Infrastructure). Many ancient philological terminologies in the published papers are
translated into English to meet the requirements of journals or conferences. However,
we find that sometimes the translation of these ancient philological terms is sometimes
incredibly liberal and inadequate. There is no further mention of the potential meaning
for these special words to avoid cross-cultural confusion. This, undoubtedly, prevents
the greater spread of education of Chinese ancient terminologies. The present paper will
discuss the topics: (1) What are the real obstacles to overcome when ancient Chinese
terminologies are translated into English? (2)How are ancient Chinese terminologies
translated into English when they function as keywords in academic articles? (3) What
should be to done for English education to standardize the translation of ancient Chinese
terminologies?

Corpus-Based Analysis on Translation of Ancient Chinese
Terminologies

A large scale corpus is an effective tool in academic application. CNKI
(https://lwww.cnki.net/) is the largest academic corpus in China. It includes nearly all
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the academic papers published in Chinese by domestic scholars, including independent
articles, conference articles, master’s theses, and doctoral dissertations. According to
academic principles, most academic abstracts are required to be translated into English
to help international readers to grasp the core of the articles by means of bilingual
abstracts. Therefore, an abstract should contain the most important ideas to connect an
author and readers by bridging the linguistic gap between the (Mandarin) Chinese and
the English language.

However, we find some errors are made by a few authors especially when they dealt
with the ancient Chinese terminologies. After the extraction and classification, we also
find that the errors have special systematic features. The results show that the diachronic
development of language brings the linguistic deviations from the normal activities and
from proper standards of interpretation. Therefore, the scholars who pay no attention to
the deviations may fail to avoid the errors. Based on statistical data, we choose the top
eight ancient Chinese terminologies and their English translations (the most widely
cited) to discuss. The eight selective terminologies in Chinese Pinyin forms are as
follows: XIAOXUE (Xidoxué); XUNGUXUE(Xungtixué); Traditional
XUNGUXUE(Chuantdng xungtxué); Modern XUNGUXUE (Xiandai xunglixué);
JINGXUE(Jingxué); PUXUE (Puxué); YAXUE(Yixué) and SHUOWENXUE
(Shuowénxué). We shall analyze the translation’s accuracy and reliability of these
terms from linguistic, cultural and terminological perspectives. We show the difference
of English translation of these philological terms, especially when they appeared as the
keywords in the research papers downloaded from CNKI. (Table 1)

Based on the information in Table 1, we consider the fact that the translation of
ancient Chinese terminologies is very poor. Some scholars do not know how to translate
the culture-loaded terms into English. Therefore, they leave the terms untranslated, or
they make the translation interpretive by providing too many redundant words or
phrases. The high percentage of items “Untranslated” and “Interpretive” illustrates the
point. We shall discuss as an example the translation of XIAOXUE to consider what
standards should be used, since it is the most cited term in CNKI.

Table 1: Corpus-based English translation of ancient terms

Transliteration Inaccurate Translation

Types Untranslated Complete Partial Wrong Partially Correct Accurate

Words Translation
In-Equivalent Interpretive

NIAOXUE 43 48% 8.70% 0.00% 13.04% 435% 26.09% 4.34%

XUNGUXUE 22.33% 2.91% 1.94% 1.94% 31.07% 36.89% 2.92%

Traditional XUNGUXUE 40.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%, 60.00% 0.00%

Modemn XUNGUXUE 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 100% 0.00%

INGXUE 39.32% 4.27% 0.00% 4.27% 1.71% 35.90% 14.53%

PUXUL 43.75% 15.63% 12.50% 15.63% 10.94% 1.55% 0.00%

YAXUE 46.67% 20.00% 26.67% 6.66% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

SHUOWENXUT 16.67% 0.00% 33.33% 0.00% 0.00% 16.67% 33.33%
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Linguistic Diversity on Translation of Ancient Chinese
Terminologies

Language is considered to be among the greatest assets of any nation. Every language
has its own distinct features and characteristics, with (Mandarin) Chinese and English
sharing very few common features, since they belong in different language families and
language groups (Sino-Tibetan Languages-Sinitic and Indo-European Languages -
Germanic respectively). In light of the challenging task of translation concerning this
language pair-finding the nearest possible equivalent term or expression, linguistic
knowledge constitutes a valuable tool both for the translation and for the in-depth
understanding of the two languages concerned.

For example, according to the logical relationships among the selected terminologies,
we find XUNGUXUE(Xungtixué) is a hyponym of the superordinate term XIAOXUE
(Xidoxué). Traditional XUNGUXUE(Chuantong xungixué¢) and Modern
XUNGUXUE (Xiandai xungtixué) are subordinate terms, and they are hyponyms of
the superordinate term XUNGUXUE. (Fig. 1) The other terms have different logical
relationships. XIAOXUE (Xidoxué), JINGXUE(Jingxué¢); PUXUE (Puxué);
YAXUE(Yaxué) and SHUOWENXUE (Shudowénxué) are taxonyms, and they are
subordinate terms of the superordinate term “GUHANYUSHUYU(Ancient Chinese
Philological Terminology)”.

Some scholars are confused by Homographs. XIAOXUE (philological term) and
XIAOXUE (primary school) are homographs. They are spelled the same way but differ
in meaning. In ancient China, the philological term XIAOXUE refers to a special
ancient language discipline which comprises phonological study (YINYUN),
morphological study (WENZI), and lexical semantic study (XUNGU). Nearly all the
ancient people know the precise meaning of this discipline in ancient age. In modern
China, XIAOXUE refers to a school relating to the education of children between 5 and
11 years old, namely primary or elementary school. Modern ordinary people in China
only consider XIAOXUE to be a co-taxonym of middle school and university.

XIAOXUE
WENZIXUE XUNGUXUE YINYUNXUE
Traditional XUNGUXUE Modern XUNGUXUE

Fig. 1. The logical branches of XIAOXUE(Xidoxué)

However, the philological researchers today still use XIAOXUE as a branch of ancient
language discipline when they are involved in academic discussion. The diversion
between general field for common people and professional filed for philological
scholars sometimes led to tangled confusion.
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The data from CNKI in Table 1 shows that many scholars do not know how to translate
XIAOXUE in the academic articles (untranslated 43.48%). They translate this term into
“primary school” “Chinese primary school” “ancient primary school” (wrong words
13.04%), or leaving this Chinese term in an interpretive stage (Interpretive 26.09%).
According to the discussion above, we know that XIAOXUE (philological term) and
XIAOXUE (primary school) are homographs. They are not synonyms, and as a result,
XIAOXUE (philological term) must not be translated into “primary school”. The
ineffective translation fails to supply valid information for international scholars. A
scholar has to understand the implied meaning of a term from source language, and then
to find an equivalent word or phrase in target language. For example, the precise
meaning of philological XIAOXUE should be grasped before it is translated. Many
Chinese websites are useful to help to wunderstand the meaning, e.g.
https://www.zdic.net/, etc. (Fig. 2)

Fig. 2. The philological websites for studies of Ancient Chinese characters

XIAOXUE (Xidoxué) in Chinese is a term roughly corresponding to what “philology”
means in English linguistic terminology. XIAOXUE contains an immense number of
terms, carrying rich Chinese cultural information. Here, it should be noted that
sometimes the cultural elements are deeply rooted in the term. XIAOXUE creates a
serious barrier in the cross-cultural academic communication.

The philological terminology XIAOXUE in Chinese language is closely related to the
discipline Philology in English language. The definition of “philology” in Oxford
English Dictionary is as follows: “philology, The branch of knowledge that deals with
the structure, historical development, and relationships of languages or language
families; the historical study of the phonology and morphology of languages; historical
linguistics.”

However, Chinese XIAOXUE focuses on “the historical study of the
phonology(YINYUN), morphology(WENZI) and lexical semantics (XUNGU) of
languages”. Therefore, philology in English language is not a perfect equivalent word
for XIAOXUE in Chinese language because they do not share the same content of the
study. English philology focuses on the structure, historical development, and
relationships of English languages or language families. However, XIAOXUE
discusses the ancient Chinese characters’ phonological system, morphological system,
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and lexical semantic system. The best way to bridge the gap is to use a necessary
qualifier by which a precise meaning can be acquired. The qualifier “Chinese Ancient”
should be used to limit the meaning of philology, and XIAOXUE in Chinese language
should be translated into “XIAOXUE (Chinese ancient philology)” in the English
language.

In general usage, XIAOXUE should be translated into “primary school” to refer to the
basic education to children between 5 and 11 years old. In professional usage,
XIAOXUE should be considered to be “Chinese ancient philology” for the philological
research.

Terminological Analysis on Ancient Chinese Terminologies

Generally speaking, terminologies fall into two fundamental categories as “culture-free
and culture-loaded terms”(Chen and Chen 2018, Wei 2018). The culture-free
terminologies share both connotative meaning and denotative meaning between
Chinese and English. For example, the meaning of English “methyltransferase” is
shared by Chinese scholars, and there is an equivalent Chinese word of “Jia ji zhuanyi
méi” for the English term whose origin is actually a combination of Latin and Greek —
as most scientific terms in the Western tradition. The culture-free terminologies mostly
come from natural sciences such as life sciences, chemistry, etc.

The culture-loaded terminologies may have connotative or denotative difference
between Chinese and English. There is no perfectly equivalent words for both
languages. The divergence or deviation between Chinese culture and alien culture
brings a widening gap in meaning. For example, ancient Chinese terminologies have
many culture-related national characteristics. Only when the hidden meaning of ancient
terms (especially in humanities and social sciences) is fully explored in articles by
native scholars can English readers understand the terms to the maximum extent.
Standardization of terminology is an essential factor for achieving precision. Many
international scholars discussed the importance of terminology and its systematization,
modernization, simplification, application in the advancement of knowledge and
understanding from perspectives of computational linguistics(Kageura, 2010;
Cérdenas and Ramisch, 2019), semantics(Bertels and Speelman, 2014; Cabezas-Garcia
and Faber, 2017; L’Homme, 2020), lexicology (Dubois, 2017), etc. The Chinese
government set up in 1985 a special organization, the China National Committee for
Terms in Sciences and Technologies (CNTERM), aiming to introduce new terminology,
endorse changes of borrowed terminology, alter the standards of terminology, explain
unfamiliar terminology, and adopt practice to make terminology more accurate.(Du et
al. 2021a+b). The ancient Chinese terminologies are culturally loaded, and it is very
hard to find an absolutely equivalent word between Chinese and English. Therefore,
cross-cultural cooperation is important for Chinese scholars to examine, standardize
and validate the ancient Chinese terminologies. The cooperation can provide a
comparison of development of terminology in source language with that in target
language. (Alexandris, 2009; Alexandris, 2013; Du et al. 2017; Du et al. 2020)
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CONCLUSIONS

An English education is a very important tool for academic translation. Only the
researchers who are good at a particular academic subject and at conveying a variety
of meaning in English can influence their international readers mostly.

We focus in the discussion above on translation of ancient Chinese philological terms
with cultural features. The initial purpose was to transmit information of ancient
Chinese terminologies (especially in humanities and social sciences) over academic
discussion to international scholars interested in the diachronic change or synchronic
variation in Chinese language. Culture is self-sustaining. After the development of
hundreds of years, ancient Chinese terminologies are still shared and accepted by
scholars majoring in ancient Chinese philology, even though the deviation from the
original basic meaning results to considerable difficulties in understanding the
terminologies. Any scholar who tries to accurately translate an ancient Chinese
terminology into English has to trace the Chinese term's history from the times it
came into being to the present day. At the same time, he should be good at telling the
difference between Chinese words used for terminologies and English words used for
interpretation, to keep a balance between cultural features in Chinese language and
translation in English language for ancient Chinese terminologies.
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