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“Democracy” and “Republic”

—The Emergence of Modern Concepts in Chinese
and Japanese and their Interdependence

Chen Li-wel
Abstract

The distinction between “democracy” and “republic” has always been
somewhat ambiguous, a fact which is reflected in the different translations
for both terms in China and Japan in the mid-19 century. While the
Chinese “minzu” originally came into usage after the introduction of
International Law theories, its meaning increasingly resembled the
Japanese term for Republic, namely “gonghe.” Yet towards the end of
the Qing dynasty, the large influx of Chinese students from Japan also
introduced the concept of “gonghe” with its connotation of republic. For a
short period of time both terms were used to denote the same concept, until
finally “gonghe” became the main terminus. “minzu” on the other hand
took on the meaning of democracy, as the Japanese termini of “minzuzhuyi”
and “demokerashii” simultaneously were introduced. Thus after more than
half a century the translation and usage of both democracy and republic
finally settled into their respective modern wording in the context of East

Asian modernity.

Keywords: minzuguo, gonghe zhengzhi, minzheng, minzuzhuyi,

English-Chinese dictionary, English-Japanese dictionary
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7 Committee of the Shanghai Vernacular Society ed., Foreword 1901 to English-
Chinese Vocabulary of the Shanghai Dialect (American: Presbyterian Mission
Press, 1913, Second Ed.).
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(Shanghai: American Presbyterian Mission Press, 1920).
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Committee of the Shanghai Vernacular Society ed., Foreword 1901 to
English-Chinese Vocabulary of the Shanghai Dialect (American:
Presbyterian Mission Press, 1913, Second Ed.).
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Hiller, Sir Walter, K. C. M. G., C. B. ed., enlarged by Sir Trelawny
Backhouse and Sidney Barton. English-Chinese Dictionary of Peking
Colloquial. Shanghai: The American Presbyterian Mission Press. 1920.
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Mateer C. W., 1902 foreword to Technical Terms English and Chinese,
(Shanghai: Educational Association of China,1904).

Stent, George Carter ed.,revised by Donald MacGillivray. 4 Chinese and
English Vocabulary in the Pekinese Dialect. Shanghai: American
Presbyterian Mission Press, 1898, Third Edition.



