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Abstract

This dissertation examines contexts for the evolution of written
language in early modern China. It is generally accepted in the aca-
demic circle that the literature revolution marks the beginning of the
vernacular Chinese taking over the classical Chinese, becoming the
official written language of modern China. However, this transition
has a long and complex history, which is a long development process.
Since the late Qing dynasty, the context of written language was
extraordinarily complicated, when the traditional social structure was
about to collapse and reconstructed. During this period, three trends
of the transition of Chinese were most remarkable: the rising of
vernacular Chinese and plain classical Chinese as well as the formation
of dialectic written language. The relationship between the aforemen-
tioned three trends cannot simply be summed up by the discourse of
“linear evolution”. On the other hand, just as shown in social linguis-
tic theories, language does not exist in isolation, but closely linked to
all aspects of the society, In fact, language revolution actually mirrors
political, economic and cultural revolutions in a society. From a

language user’s perspective, regardless of the purpose, an individual
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intention to use a language or a dialect implies an identification,
which further demonstrates different expectations for reshaping the
social structure. Various choices of modern languages could not only
serve as precious samples for social linguistic studies, but also exert
deep impacts on the language situation nowadays.

The object of research in this dissertation is the choice of langua-
ges in the Chinese translation of the Bible during 1822-—1919. Trans-
lation of the Bible is a huge project in early modern China. Varied
influential modern written languages could be used under different
circumstances for different purposes, including classical Chinese,
vernacular Chinese, plain classical Chinese and other regional
dialects. The translators’ choices are based on their own recognitions
of the social status and importance of the languages they use, which
well reflects the very circumstances and cultural significance of those
written languages. Therefore, the Chinese translation of the Bible
should be considered as a text that is highly representative and reca-
pitulative of the context of written languages in early modern China.
This research tries to reevaluate the missionaries’ efforts of
translating the Bible in early modern Chinese historical and cultural
context, and examine the complex interactions between language
changes and social revolution through in-depth analysis of primary
documents preserved in missionary societies as well as the Bible socie-
ties overseas.

This dissertation is composed of five chapters that discuss the
topics proposed above.

The first chapter examines the history of Chinese translation of
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the Bible, which serves as the historical premise of the research. In
the Chinese translation of the Bible, the Bible enjoys its canonical sta-
tus. During the long history of Bible translation, unique rules of the
Bible translation are also gradually formed, which laid the foundation
for the Chinese translation of the Bible in the 19th century.

Chapter Two reveals two mutually-complementary ways of translating
the Bible into English in the early 19th century, which are the elite-ori-
ented Wenli Version and the mass-oriented Dialect Version. The for-
mer cater for elegant and accurate use of the language, hoping to win
respect for Christianity from the scholar-bureaucrat class; while the
latter intends to satisfy the urgent need to preach Christianity to the
ordinary people, thus the language is plain and simple. The two
methods of translation are different but mutually-complementary at
the same time, representing the tension between the elite-oriented
translation of the Bible and the mass-oriented method. At this very
moment, the reason why the missionaries chose the two contradictory
ways for Bible translation is mainly that the traditional Chinese cul-
tural structure had kept its integrity while the imperial examination
system which was closely related to ancient Chinese, still dominated
social mobility and cultural elites were in charge of the dominant dis-
course, Proper use of “elegant and correct” ancient language was a
way to ascend to social elite and distinguished such a group.

However, after the mid 19th-century, the elite-oriented Wenli
Version gradually lost its influence in the public domain due to its
increasing disadvantages in communication. Such a version became

more symbolic than practical. As for the mass-oriented dialect
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version, its circulation and target audience had been largely limited
due to its vulgarity and limited geography. Dissatisfaction then led the
missionaries to seek a “middle way”, which could bridge the contra-
dictions between the two methods and could be widely accepted by
both the elite class and ordinary people.

Under the aforementioned circumstances, the missionaries pro-
posed three possible ways for language revolution, which are to be
examined in chapter Three, chapter Four and chapter Five. The pros-
perity and decline of the Easy Wenli Version is thoroughly analyzed in
chapter Three. It became more urgent to seek a “middle way” that
bridges the elite-oriented Wenli method and the mass-oriented dialect
method, as a result of the emergence of the business class, accelera-
tion of urbanization and the shift of the core of mission. The business
class’s preference of plain classical Chinese and the emergence of
“journalist style” enabled the missionaries to believe that plain
classical Chinese was going to become the “common language” in
modern China, which therefore, would be the best choice of language
for the Bible translation. But plain classical Chinese had its own dis-
advantage, which lacked clear definition of “plain”; the concept of
“common” and “common language” varied as social environment var-
ied, making the political and cultural imagination represented by
plain classical Chinese inappropriate. The Easy Wenli Union Version
finally ended up as a “useless translation”, which marked the futility
of using plain classical Chinese as a “middle way”.

The fourth charter examines another important way proposed for

language evolution—the promotion of the status of dialects. As the
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missionaries hoped to reform the Chinese and create a kind of “Chris-
tian language”, they began to realize the political importance of the
dialect. There were two main directions of the missionaries’ reform
proposals: one was to popularize the use of alphabetic writing instead
of characters, the other was to tame the dialect to elegant and written
standard language. The latter hoped to raise the social status of the
dialect through the translation of the Bible, and finally take the place
of the classical Chinese. Their main achievement was the local dialect
standard union version. The local dialect union version, which
changed the traditional place of the dialect version in the Chinese
translation and transmission system of the Bible, marked a drastic
change by contributing to the standardization of local dialects. Dialect
began to be viewed as not only a kind of spoken language but also
written language. The change reflected the missionaries’ expectation
of the national language in future and the regionalist’s hope of con-
structing a political community within the provincial border.
However, as the variation of political situation, this discourse was
shaded by dominated national discourse in the period of Republic of
China, which led to the failure of the dialect version,

In Chapter five, how vernacular Chinese became an alternative of
the “common version” is discussed. There are two major views of ver-
nacular Chinese in the 19th century among the missionaries. Some
considered it as a mimic of spoken Chinese, which was vulgar and did
not deserve respect. Its convenience for communication is its only ad-
vantage. Others recognized the rising social status of vernacular Chi-

nese brought by the “combination of spoken and written Chinese”,
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thinking it as an independent literary language and would become the
common written language in the future. Therefore, they wished to
create a vernacular Chinese that was to be an elegant written
language. From the controversies on vernacular Chinese among the
missionaries in the late Qing dynasty, it is possible to envision the
two different methods in the Republic of China, when Hu Shi pro-
posed the so-called “vernacular Chinese for them” and “the vernacular
Chinese for us”. In the former concept, vernacular Chinese was to be
a tool to guarantee “access to education for all”, therefore, it pursued
simplicity and was closer to spoken Chinese; the latter views vernacu-
lar Chinese as a “official language”, in this case, it tried to eliminate
the impacts that dialects had on vernacular Chinese, making it com-
mon and suitable for literary writing for all classes. The pursuit of
vernacular Chinese by the latter group actually “reached the same
goal” as the pursuit of a written language which would be elegant,
and widely absorb advantages from classical Chinese and foreign
languages, through the formation of both the Peking Mandarin

Version and the Union Version.
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In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and
the Word was God.
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