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How Did “Yuwen” Become the Name of Discipline: An Educational History Investigation Based
on the Evolution of Word Connotation
Tang Qiangian, Shi Kecan

Abstract: Before “Yuwen” became the name of discipline, it had undergone a long semantic
evolution in modern China. The word first appeared in the Shen Bao newspaper in the 1870s. During
the Self-Strengthening Movement, driven by the need to learn foreign languages, the term “Yuwen”
frequently appeared in the diplomatic documents of the Qing government. In 1904, “Waiguo Yuwen”
was formally included as a supplementary course in the Guimao School System. In 1920, in order
to promote vernacular writing, the Ministry of Education of the National Government introduced
terms related to “Guoyu” such as “Guoyuwen” “Guoyu Wenxue” and “Guoyu Wenfa”, enriching the
connotation of “Yuwen”. During the 1930s and 1940s, the “Mass Language Movement” emerged, and
“Yuwen” became the language that reflected popular consciousness. To eliminate illiteracy and promote
literacy education, “Yuwen Education” appeared in public education halls and the education of the
Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region. In 1950, “Yuwen” replaced “Guoyu” and “Guowen”, becoming
the term for the Chinese discipline in the People’s Republic of China. This change was influenced by
external political, cultural and social factors, but more importantly, it was the result of the semantic
development of the term ““Yuwen” to adapt to the evolving need of the discipline.

Key words: Yuwen; terminology connotation; name of discipline; popularization
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