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Preface

Prof. Dr. Nicolas Standaert, Department of Sinology,
KU Leuven, Belgium

When two cultures meet each other, both discover similarities as
well as differences. These differences are particularly interesting to
get an insight into a culture. They not only tell something about the
other culture, but also about one’s own. For instance, when one says,
“in the other culture one does so and so,” one implicitly also says “and
in our culture one does not do so and so”, or “one does it differently.”

Chinese and Europe scholars who reflect on characteristics of
Chinese culture have considered xiao % (often translated as filial
piety) a characteristic value of Chinese culture. From the earliest
contacts between China and Europe in the seventeenth century this
has been the case. For instance, the well-known missionary Matteo
Ricci noticed how highly the Chinese esteemed the respect and
obedience of children toward parents, the fidelity of servants to a
master, and the devotion of the young to their elders. Once such
a concept is identified, an interesting cultural process arises at the

11
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interstices between the two cultures: How to translate such a concept?
Should one stick to a transliteration (e.g. xiao)? Should one use an
existing term in the language of reception, and if so, which one (filial
piety, obedience, reverence, submission--+)? Or should one invent a
new term?® In all three cases, or a combination of them, one positions
oneself between difference and similarity. For a concept such as
xiao, scholars can proceed even a step further since the classical
text Xiaojing 4% (The Classic of Filial Piety) is not only devoted
to this concept but has been recited and interpreted generation after
generation in China. The translation of such a classic thus becomes a
major source for the intercultural understanding of xiao.

Pan Feng-chuan’s study is an important contribution to this
endeavor and to the history of translations of Chinese classics. Her
book takes as a case study the translations of the Xiaojing by Western
missionaries and Sinologists in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. In total she identified six translations: by Francois Noél
(into Latin, 1711), Pierre-Martial Cibot (French, 1779), Frangois-
André-Adrien Pluquet (French, 1786), Elijah C. Bridgman (English,
1835), James Legge (English, 1879), and Léon de Rosny (French,
1889/1893). While these translations are attributed to European
scholars, most of them were made in close collaboration with

1 For a history of the translations into English and its consequences, see James St.
André, “Consequences of the Conflation of Xiao and Filial Piety in English,”
Translation and Interpreting Studies 13, no. 2 (2018): 293-316.
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anonymous Chinese scholars. They should also be considered
authors of the translation. Pan Feng-chuan analyses the translations
in chronological order and investigates the characteristics of each
work. She first distinguishes the genre that the translators attribute
to the work: literature, imperial instruction, moral or political
exempla, popular teaching material, religious or sacred book. Next,
she investigates the various interpretations in their different contexts.
This contextualization of the translation results in a trajectory of
Six successive phases: the Chinese rites controversy, the presence
of missionaries at the court, the French Republican period, the
development of educational material, and the development of
religious studies and of oriental studies.

By closely analyzing the translators’ choices of keywords and
concepts, she shows how they provided the same Chinese classic
with a different meaning for a new audience and a new context. Each
translation thus provided the West with a different understanding of
China. The book illustrates how the translations of a single classical
text resemble what Pan Feng-chuan calls a “two-sided mirror,”
reflecting not only the scholarly changes in China and Europe but
also the cultural effects to which both mutually responded. The work
includes a very useful table with the parallel edition of the Chinese
text with the six translations. Pan Feng-chuan’s work it is a very nice
example of the history of explanations and translations of a text.

Inspired by Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975), the Russian literary
critic and philosopher, we can gauge the wider significance of her

13



14

P9 ¢ FRERER RN I

investigation into the field of intercultural interaction and dialogue.
His ideas expressed more than half a century ago may no longer
sound very original, but they remain a source of inspiration.

In one of his articles, Bakthin discusses the interpretation of
(literary) works.2 For understanding a work, he first states that it is
important to situate it in the time and culture of its creation. Bakthin
argues that a work reveals itself primarily through this specific
time and culture. Yet, he also warns against encapsulating a literary
work in the single time of its creation, its contemporaneity. A work
cannot be closed off in this time: the plenitude of its sense is revealed
only in what he calls the “‘great time’. Thus, works, and especially
great works or classics, “break through the boundaries of their own
time, they live in centuries, that is ‘great time.” Frequently (with
great works, always) their lives there are more intense and fuller
than are their lives within their own time.” Therefore, Bakhtin is
of the opinion that authors in a sense are captives of their time, of
their contemporaneity; subsequent times liberate them from their
captivity. In the process of their posthumous life, great works “are
enriched with new meanings, and new significance”: it is as though
these works outgrow what they were in the time of their creation.
This is also what happened to the Chinese classics, such as the

2 M. Bakhtin, “Response to a Question from the Novy Mir Editorial Staff,” in M.M.
Bakthin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, translated by Vern W. McGee,
Austin: Univ. of Texas Press, 2002: 1-9. The direct quotes are from this text.
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Xiaojing. Generation after generation, they have been transmitted and
interpreted, with ever new meanings illuminating the text.

Bakthin moreover extends this approach from time to culture.
Being outside (exotopy) is a most powerful factor in understanding.
Bakhtin is of the opinion that it is only in the eyes of another
culture that foreign culture reveals itself fully and profoundly. “A
meaning only reveals its depths once it has encountered and come
into contact with another, foreign meaning: they engage in a kind of
dialogue, which surmounts the closedness and one-sidedness of these
particular meanings, these cultures.” This can also be applied to the
translators of the Xiaojing. They raised new questions for Chinese
culture, ones that it had not raised itself. They sought answers to their
own questions in it, and the Chinese culture responded to them by
revealing to them new aspects. In short, Bakthin believes that “without
one’s own questions one cannot creatively understand anything other
or foreign. Such dialogic encounter of two cultures does not result in
merging or mixing. Each retains its own unity and open totality, but
they are mutually enriched.” Any major work, from the Bible to the
Daodejing, therefore regularly needs a new translation because in
each time it attracts new meanings. The Xiaojing is no exception, and
through detailed and careful analysis Pan Feng-chuan has brought its
history in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to life.

15
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