Linguistic Difficulties in Discourse and Research Using China-Related Terminology
Interest in scholarship concerning China is at its peak in contemporary times. Subjects from Philosophy to Government Policy attract large amounts of research and discussion from Europe and North America. We must therefore exercise circumspection when using the words China as they become more salient in academia. Our goal in the essay will be as follows. Firstly, to underline general linguistic issues concerning the psychological conception and naming of a country. Secondly we will consider examples of Chinese ethnicity and languages to demonstrate the necessity of caution and awareness in our choice of terminology.    

Let us consider some points made in Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics regarding the role of a word/sign. Saussure tells us that a linguistic sign links a concept and a sound image, not a thing and a name[footnoteRef:1]. As we can seen in Fig. 1.1[footnoteRef:2] below, the word tree as a sound-image[footnoteRef:3] signifies the  [1: Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, ed. by Charles Bally & Albert Reidlinger, trans by Wade Baskin (New York: Philosophical Library 1959) p.66]  [2:  https://www.google.com/search?q=concept+sound-image&rlz=1C9BKJA_enGB946GB946&hl=en-GB&prmd=ivsn&sxsrf=ALiCzsZgJSPC8IABY1wq1VDW3I99cdgZtA:1665927122718&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwju6fuS7uT6AhXiRUEAHSUUD7UQ_AUoAXoECAIQAQ&biw=1180&bih=701&dpr=2#imgrc=XR_Ol5bl73zrEM&imgdii=9b9os_oml-PxyM <Accessed on 16 October 2022>]  [3:  Saussure, p.66] 

[image: ]mental image/concept that is being signified.

                                                             Fig 1.1
Arboreal discussions and distinctions are generally inconsequential. But practicing Dendrology, the signifier tree is too vague. Dendrologist recognise the signified of tree is unhelpful in serious discourse. That is because there is variation from person to person on what concept of a tree they conjure upon hearing/reading the word. My personal image of a large oak tree in my grandparent’s garden. No doubt we all conjure a different image when we hear/read tree. Here we can extrapolate a useful point of reference concerning the complexity of a signifier/signified system from Mary Klages’ Literary Theory: A Guide for the Perplexed.

“As language users, we want language to work both ways. We want language to be a stable structure, so that words have definitive meanings: when I say ‘Pass the salt,’ I want you to know what I mean without having to interpret my words. And we want language to have lots of play, to be ambiguous, so that we can have multiple meanings for a single word. That’s what makes puns and poetry possible”.[footnoteRef:4] (Mary Klages 2006)
 [4:  Mary Klages, Literary Theory: A Guide for the Perplexed, (London, Continuum 2006), p.62] 

From this quote we can tease out a crucial issue in our investigation and demonstrate dualistic functions in Language. As Klages alludes to, being able to use words without philosophical quandary on every occasion is crucial. If we kept asking our friends to pass the salt and their only response was to tackle the fundamental axioms that define salt, sodium and a salt shaker, nothing would ever get done.  Categories will often be incorrect, incomplete or unsatisfactory. However it is crucial that we make concessions in language in order to make progress where it is necessary. 

[image: ]Returning to our question, we now have an adequate foundation upon which our investigation can appropriately consider the linguistic and pragmatic issues in using the term China and other relating words. We require enough structure and consistency in the word China in order to have meaningful and useful discussions. But if we are to participate in academic discourse with sincerity, we must be able to recognise that the word China must be deployed with caution. The considerable variation in ethnicity, language and day to day life encompassing around 1.4 billion people[footnoteRef:5] will elicit a more delicate and precise categorisation. [5:  The World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=CN <Accessed 16 October 2022>] 

                  Fig 1.2[footnoteRef:6] [6:  https://www.google.com/search?q=map+of+china+autonomous+regions&rlz=1C9BKJA_enGB946GB946&hl=en-GB&prmd=imnv&sxsrf=ALiCzsY9y8xAFAbEQCGrzRN42ALXbbS2eQ:1665937709886&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiuoKnLleX6AhVMQMAKHRQ8BwUQ_AUoAXoECAEQAQ&biw=1180&bih=701&dpr=2#imgrc=yPyuNMp4VWb41M <Accessed 16 October 2022)] 


The map in Fig 1.2 displays the size of autonomous regions within China’s boundaries. These autonomous regions are distinct communities with differing religious belief, language and ethnicity. The signifier China therefore represents a huge number of aspects falling under the signified concept. Are we referring to the boundaries of territory belonging to the Government? Is China related primarily to the main ethnic group and their history? We should refrain from using too general of a term like China if we are to attempt asking and answering questions relating to its people. Like the example earlier, we don’t all have the same mental image when met with the word tree. The signifier China makes a concept vague where in an academic context, it shouldn’t be. Even outside of academic circles, it would be beneficial to exercise caution in using the term. Instead making statements about China or Chinese people, we can say a certain group of people did X, or this demographic often does Y. China is comparable to Europe or the United States in that the inevitable variation from person to person means that we should refrain from making general statements using terms that are not explicitly confined.

We took ideas from the field of Linguistics in order to show how words can produce vagueness when our intention is generally the opposite. Although not discussed in depth, our considerations have underlined that the signifiers denoting a country is not free of issues. Examples of China’s autonomous regions, many ethnicities and languages show just how important it is to reflect on the use of our terminology, and the effects it might have on our practices.
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