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Introduction  

 

The recording of the Chinese language in Latin (roman) letters has a relatively 

long history.1 Not insignificant in that respect is the presence of Western Roman 

Catholic missionaries in China in the 16th century, notably the Society of Jesus.2

Although these works are of indispensable value in the study of the historical 

development of Chinese linguistics, they are of little relevance to our discussion. Our 

discussion starts with the Protestant clergy arriving in China at the beginning of the 

19th Century in Southern China. Their arrival was closely related to the Evangelical 

Revival, social upheaval in the wake of the French Revolution and the wealth resulting 

from the Industrial Revolution.  

Geographical and ideological differences with their Roman Catholic 

predecessors explain why the Protestant clergy compiled their own glossaries and 

church literature in the vernaculars of their mission stations. First, the early Protestant 

clergy were confined to the southeastern coastal provinces and the English and Dutch 

colonies of the Nanyang archipelago; home to large communities of overseas Chinese 

(huaqiao) emigrated from Southern China. Second, in conformity with the Protestant 

ethic, the language in which its missionaries sought to work was the vernacular for 

which no liturgy or dictionaries were readily at hand. The Roman Catholic liturgy, 

compiled in a literary Chinese understood in the northern part of China, was of little 

use. When read aloud, it was not understood by educated and uneducated alike. In 

order to preach the Gospel, the Protestants had no choice but to learn the vernaculars 

of their mission station. This meant the start of missionary linguistics in the 

vernaculars spoken in southern China. In this respect, the scholar Latourette argued 

that “the denominational map of China was to be determined in part by the dialects 

that the early missionaries had learned from emigrants in the South Seas in pre-treaty 

days”. 3  Brief, Protestant missionary linguistics laid the foundations for a 

standardization of the Southern Min language in a romanized transliteration.  

                                                
1 Also see, Ann Heylen (2001) “Missionary Linguistics on Taiwan. Romanizing Taiwanese: 
Codification and Standardization of Dictionaries in Southern Min (1837-1923)” Leuven: Leuven UP, 
pp. 135-174. 
2 See, Kund Lundbœk (1988) The Traditional History of the Chinese Script , From a Seventeenth 
Century Jesuit Manuscript Denmark: Aarhus University Press. 
3 Kenneth Scott Latourette (1966) A History of Christian Missions in China (1966), Taipei, reprint, p. 
226. 
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Devising a Roman Script

The pioneering work, a dictionary, was compiled by Reverend Henry Medhurst 

(1796-1857) of the London Missionary Society (LMS). In 1817, he was accepted by 

the Directors of the LMS as a printer to join the mission in Malacca.4 Initially he 

studied the literary guwen, but soon realized that it was of little use amongst the 

predominantly Fujian emigrant Chinese community, and he began the study of their 

local vernacular.5 By 1820 he had drawn up a small vocabulary and printed a few 

sheets of it.  In 1823 the work was expanded and sent to Singapore, to be printed 

under the patronage of the Singapore Institution, whose Committee offered to publish 

it at their expense.  The manuscript lay untouched for several years and was returned 

to Rev. Medhurst in 1829.  In the meantime, he had made further progress in the 

language, enlarging the version with several thousand characters and quotations from 

the Chinese Classics.  This compilation was completed in 1831, but it was not until 

1837 that it was published in Batavia as Dictionary of the Hok-keen Dialect of the 

Chinese Language, According to the Reading and Colloquial Idioms.6

Given the absence of any previous Western work known to Medhurst, he relied 

on two Chinese compilations: the Imperial Dictionary (Kangxi dictionary) and a 

Southern Min rhyme glossary, entitled Collection of the Refined and Vulgar Popular 

Fifteen Sounds.7 But even at the very basics, Medhurst was confronted with several 

structural problems; due to linguistic peculiarities of Southern Min. How did Medhurst 

adapt and organize these peculiarities of Southern Min language to make them 

understandable to the Western world?  

The first problem to overcome was the creation of a roman script to render the 

sounds and tones of the Chinese characters. In the Southern Min rhyme glossary, two 

separate sets of distinctive characters indicated the beginning sound of the character 

and the second part of the pronunciation including the vowel sound.  For instance, 

when the pronunciation of a character was tiong in the rising tone, it was classified 

under the symbolic marker for the rising tone, iong and joined by another character 

representing “t”.8  

                                                
4 The presence of so many printers amongst the Protestant missionaries is due to the emphasis on 
printing the Holy word and the need for printers to operate the printing press. For a brief overview of 
the mission presses in China, see The China Mission Handbook (1973) First Issue, Taipei, reprint, pp. 
315-317. 
5 William Medhurst (1837) Dictionary of the Hok-kien Dialect of the Chinese Language, According to 
the Reading and Colloquial Idiom Batavia, preface, p. vi. 
6 In his preface, Medhurst refers to the regional variations spoken in the ten counties of Fujian, and 
notes that only in the county of Zhangzhou, near the port of Xiamen, the dialect of his dictionary is 
spoken in its purity, William Medhurst, op.cit., preface, p. x. 
7 This Southern Min rhyme glossary was compiled by Xie Xiulan in 1818. His work was one among a 
few in Southern Min compiled since the end of Ming. Such books listed characters grouped under 
various rhymes, and was one kind of traditional Chinese phonetic system, called fanqie fa, dating to the 
third century BC. The glossary was mainly used by merchants for the purpose of recognizing characters 
and their pronunciation. The rhyme glossary is included in Ang Ui-jin (1993) Minnanyu jingdian 
yu ci shuhui bian  (A Compilation of Southern Min Dictionaries), 5 vols. Taipei, 
Vol 1. 
8 In the reprinted copy of Xie Xiulan’s rhyme glossary, a handwritten alphabet has been added. I have 
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Medhurst matched this phonetic character system with twenty-four Roman letters 

in alphabetical order.  He relied on the orthography of Morrison's A Dictionary of the 

Chinese Language. 9  A problem arose with the representation of the tones.  

Morrison's dictionary had followed the Jesuit method of representing the five tones of 

northern guwen, but the Southern Min dialect has eight tones. Medhurst devised his 

own system of tonal marks, based on the tonal division of the rhyme glossary.  The 

initial Western unfamiliarity with the eight tones in Southern Min is indicated by the 

fact that Medhurst also included its Chinese character-phonetic representation in the 

left hand corner. For the nasal pronunciation (ng) and stop-ends (-h,k,p,t), which are 

absent from the northern dialect, he added separate indicators (ⁿ and′).  

The second problem Medhurst had to deal with was related to the structure of 

Southern Min. In 19th century China, the written character was the carrier of the 

orthodox tradition, implemented in education and bureaucracy.  It represented a highly 

artistic literary system, which recorded the Confucian doctrine. Traditional education 

focused on memorizing these ancient classic writings and compiling essays. The 

Chinese written character was the monopoly of a small, literate Confucian elite 

scattered throughout a largely non-literate population in a vast country mapping an 

enormous variation of regional dialects.   

In the northern vernaculars, the reading and spoken form were of much closer 

resemblance.  The further one moved away from the northern central plains, the 

stronger the disparity between colloquial and written pronunciation became.  This 

was particularly the case for Southern Min.  It consisted of two different linguistic 

sets: a southern literary pronunciation and its colloquial equivalent, which were 

unintelligible for the most part.  Unlike the literary pronunciation, the spoken form 

retained its distinctive features containing many words and expressions of non-Han 

Chinese origin.10 A text was read in the literary form, and was usually followed by an 

explanation in the colloquial to understand its meaning. The distinction between the 

reading and the colloquial form can be explained with a simple comparison of mouton 

(symbolic representation of the character), mutton (literary form) and cooked lamb 

(spoken form).  The same character represents mouton and mutton by definition, but 

cooked lamb does not necessarily have a character.   

From the second part of the title of the dictionary According to the Reading and 

Colloquial Idioms, we can deduct that Medhurst gave priority to the traditional 

Chinese way of listing the characters according to their literary pronunciation.  

                                                                                                                                           
not been able to find out whether this is Medhurst' handwriting. 
9 Morrison's dictionary contained a small portion of Fujian vocabulary, but Medhurst used the 
Mandarin tongue, and praised it for its uniformity. William Medhurst, op.cit., preface, p. viii; William 
Medhurst (1838) China, Its State and Present, Prospects, with Especial Reference to the Spread of the 
Gospel. London p. 139. Wylie notes that Morrison's System Phoneticum was based on that of Callery, 
see Alexander Wylie (1867) Memorials of Protestant Missionaries to the Chinese. Shanghai, pp. 7-8. 
10 Within the process of unifying the Chinese empire, several major population waves moving toward 
the south had occurred. The southern parts of the country were inhabited by different ethno-linguistic 
peoples, such as the Yue and Min peoples in Fujian. These major migrations resulted in language 
assimilation and created several leading literary southern vernaculars. At present, there is still 
considerable debate amongst scholars about the non-Han Chinese origins of Southern Min. 
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Structurally he used the rhyme glossary, and added quotations from the Classics, 

which were noted in the Imperial Dictionary. The rhyme glossary provided both the 

literary and its colloquial equivalent.11 These quotations from the Classics were first 

given in their literary form, then with the characters, and followed, usually, by a much 

longer colloquial explanation in romanized italics.  This was because a literal 

translation of a phrase of Classical Chinese into the colloquial would make no sense.  

If a colloquial equivalent (cooked lamb) existed, he marked this in italics and added, 

“Read” for the literary pronunciation (mutton).  Only a few entries were colloquial 

expressions or some quotations from novels and unauthorized productions.  Those 

words for which no characters existed and consequently, also, no literary form, were 

placed in the preface according to their grammatical function.  He explained that they 

were introduced from some foreign language or were indigenous to the province of 

Fujian before its union with the empire of China.12  

What were Medhurst’s contributions?  First, his compilation is the first 

Romanized dictionary in Southern Min and the founding work for the future 

representation of character division according to tonal changes (nasal and stop ends 

included). He inherited this system from the rhyme glossary, and indirectly introduced 

this work for later research on Southern Min. Second; Medhurst’s dictionary is a 

valuable source for understanding the position of colloquial dictionaries and their role 

in 19th century Chinese literate society.  His aim was not to produce a scientifically 

constructed syllabus, but to bring the spoken language into writing.  He preserved 

the central role of the Chinese characters, emphasizing the literary and not the 

colloquial form.   

Medhurst was influenced by the prevailing opinion of Chinese scholars on the 

mean position of the spoken language.  As a pioneer in the field, he had little choice, 

and explained that for complete understanding, both the literary and colloquial forms 

would be necessary.13 It would be of no use to conduct services in the literary 

pronunciation for the illiterate masses.  Disregarding the literary pronunciation 

altogether, would make the foreign clergy sound extremely stupid in the eyes of the 

literati. Social status was measured in terms of being able to read and cite from the 

Classics, which had to be done in the literary pronunciation.  Thus, it was not a 

colloquial dictionary by definition, but a dictionary compiled in one of the leading 

Southern Chinese vernaculars, recognizing the importance of the written character in 

Chinese society.  After all, its purpose was designed to be a tool for studying the 

Chinese language, and secondary to other missionary activities.14

Standardization of  the Roman Script 

From 1835 onwards, several missionaries had become entangled in a discussion 
                                                
11 The order in which the characters were listed in Xie Xiulan's rhyme glossary was according to the 
literary pronunciation in red letters, while the colloquial form was marked in black. 
12 Medhurst, op.cit. preface, p. lxii. 
13 Medhurst, op.cit. preface, p. ix.
14 Medhurst, op.cit. preface, pp. ix-x 
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concerning an appropriate romanization system, which gave rise to a phonetic 

revolution. The debate was carried the missionary journal, The Chinese Repository.15

The instigator was Reverend Samuel Wells Williams who proposed a romanised 

system different from Morrison’s system. From the discussions we can see that the 

missionaries were influenced by the efforts that had been made in India to adopt a 

uniform system of orthography, suited to represent clearly and definitely the sounds of 

the words.  Several articles were devoted to the representation of vowels, diacritics, 

diphthongs, consonants and marks for the tones.16 Williams’ system gained the 

support of the American Reformed Church, in particular Reverend Van Nest Talmage 

who adopted the new system in his publications.17 From 1853, with the publication of 

Doty’s Manual, the new orthography became the standard rule and replaced the one 

used by Medhurst. The London Missionary Society was the last to adopt the new 

system of orthography.18  

The controversy about the transcription system was not a simple petty meddling 

of disagreeing missionaries on whether to use “a” instead of “e”.  It has to be seen in 

the overall context of the missionaries’ method of spreading the Gospel.  The 

creation of an alphabetic writing for Chinese characters attempted to facilitate teaching 

Christians by using the roman script.  It was a missionary innovation, if not invention, 

and not unimportant in the history of Chinese literary development.19 The Roman 

Catholic priests had equally created alphabetic systems for transcribing characters, but 

apparently used these as an aid to studying the language. The Protestant Church 

expanded the use of this alphabetic script.  They began preparing a whole range of 

literature in Romanized writing, not only for religious but also for the purpose of 

educating the Chinese people. In sop doing, they introduced modern Western 

knowledge to Chinese people willing to embrace Christianity. This necessitated 

adopting a unified Chinese orthography.  During the 1877 Conference in Shanghai, 

the southern missionaries strongly advocated the use of a Romanised vernacular.  

Unlike the missionaries in central and northern China, they regarded the guwen style 

best suited for general use, rather than the Beijing Mandarin, which was more 

commonly spread throughout the Chinese empire.20

                                                
15 The Chinese Recorder was established by Rev. Bridgman in May 1832, as a forum of information in 
matters relating to East Asia.  The printing office was supplied by American merchant Olyphant. The 
driving force behind the Journal was Samuel Wells Williams, until its closure in 1852. See Frederik 
Wells Williams (1972) The Life and Letters of Samuel Wells Williams, LL.D. Missionary, Diplomatist, 
Sinologue. Wilmington, Delaware, pp. 62-63, 78, 80-81, 178, 242-244. 
16 The Chinese Repository contained 124 articles on the Chinese language and literature between 
1831-1851. 
17 Talmage's publications, in total five between 1852-1861, are all in Romanised Southern Min, 
Xiamen variant (Amoy Dialect), see, Alexander Wylie, Memorials of Protestant Missionaries pp. 
165-66. 
18 For example in the dictionary published by S. Dyer, called A Vocabulary of the Hok-keen Dialect as 
Spoken in the County of Tsheng-tshew (1838) and some primary schoolbooks, see Alexander Wylie, 
op.cit. p. 53. 
19 Xu Changan & Li Leyi (1992), Minnan Baihuazi  (Southern Min 
Vernacular), Beijing pp. 37-40. 
20 For example, see “Importance of a Vernacular Christian Literature, with Special Reference to the 
Mandarin”, in Records of the General Conference of the Protestant Missionaries of China (1877), May 



2008.09.06 

17

  

The second dictionary in Southern Min, entitled Chinese-English Dictionary of 

the Vernacular or Spoken Language of Amoy, with the principal variations of the 

Chang-chew and Chin-chew dialects was completed in 1873 by Reverend Carstairs 

Douglas, Minister of the Presbyterian Church of England, stationed in Xiamen.21

Xiamen was one of the five treaty ports opened to Westerners following China's 

defeat in the Opium War of 1839-42.22 Soon after these concessions were granted, 

several Protestant denominations moved into China proper.23 A concentration of 

missionary stations in Xiamen took place from 1844 onwards when Medhurst’s LMS 

compatriots, the Reverend Alexander Stronach, Doty and Pohlman of the American 

Board of Foreign Missions took up permanent residence.24  In 1851, missionaries of 

the Foreign Missions Committee (FMC) of the English Presbyterian Mission (EP) 

joined these two societies.25  

Douglas’ dictionary was written in the new orthographic system, provided a 

much more accurate description of the linguistic elements of Southern Min with 

regard to pronunciation and tonal changes, and was written in the colloquial style 

without the inclusion of any characters. This was unprecedented. He gave two reasons 

for this in the preface.  First, since the colloquial form was not recorded, he could not 

find any corresponding characters for them. Second, the dictionary had to be printed in 

England because the missionaries did not have a Chinese printing press in Xiamen 

and Douglas could not be spared long enough to take it to another mission post to 

                                                                                                                                           
10-24. Shanghai, pp. 213-227. For a discussion of the versions of the Bible translations see M. 
Broomhall (1907) The Chinese Empire: A General and Missionary Survey. New York, pp. 376-409. 
21 In 1847 Rev. C. Burns was sent out as the first missionary of the English Presbyterians to China.  
He spent his first years in Hong Kong and Canton. By the end of 1849, the Foreign Missions Committee 
(FMC) of the English Presbyterian Mission (EP) decided to make Xiamen their headquarters. This was 
carried out in 1851. For a history of the EP in China and Formosa, see Jas Johnston (1897) China and 
Formosa. The Story of the Mission of the Presbyterian Church of England. London. 
22 The pressure of foreign trade on China led to the Opium War of 1839-42 and resulted in several 
treaties stipulating that the island of Hong Kong be ceded to Great Britain, and the five ports of 
Guangdong, Xiamen, Fuzhou, Ningbo and Shanghai opened to foreign residence and trade.  Little was 
said about religion, but two edicts of toleration issued in 1844 and 1846 granted the denominations the 
right to practice their faith.  Protestantism and Roman Catholicism were now recognized as hereditary 
religions and foreigners allowed to study the Chinese language. 
23 Kenneth Latourette, A History of Christian Missions, p. 229. Other large missions were set up in 
Shanghai, Hankou, Tianjin and Beijing. Smaller centres of operation were opened at Wuzhou, 
Chongqing, Yansan and Zhizhou. See Jas Johnston, op.cit p. 378. The LMS also established a mission in 
Mongolia, but the Russian Government ordered the work stopped and in 1841 the mission was closed 
Kenneth Latourette, A History of Christian Missions, p. 216.  
24 The brothers Rev. John and Rev. Alexander Stronach (LMS) were transferred from Singapore in 
1844 and 1846 respectively. See Richard Lovett (1899) he History of the London Missionary Society 
(1795-1945) Vol. 2. London, p. 483; John MacGowan (1974) Men and Manners of Modern China. 
London, p. 48. Rev. Doty and Rev. Pohlman moved from Borneo. All missionaries of the American Board 
of Missions at Xiamen were members of the (Dutch) Reformed Church in America (RDA). The mission 
post was officially transferred to Xiamen, after the RDA had formed its independent board in 1857. 
Kenneth Latourette, A History of Christian Misisons, p. 248. 
25 On 11 May 1856, the first foundation of Presbyterian Church government was laid in Xiamen. In 
1862, this developed into the formation of one Chinese Presbytery after problems with the DRA were 
overcome. The DRA insisted that the Chinese converts won by their missionaries should be regarded as 
an integral part of the home Church, while the LMS and EP wanted development in China. Edward 
Band (1972) Working his Purpose Out. The History of the English Presbyterian Mission 1847-1947. 
Taipei, reprint, pp. 48-49. 



18

have it printed there.26    

Whereas Medhurst described Southern Min as a “dialect” of the Chinese 

language, Douglas disagreed and opposed the concept that Southern Min was a 

colloquial or patois: 

This is because everyone in society, from educated elite to illiterate, 

speaks this language; therefore it is a distinctive language. The rela-

tionship between Cantonese, Hakka, Mandarin or Southern Min is 

like the several European languages.27  

By the time of Douglas’ compilation, the missionaries were spread throughout 

China and had studied a considerable number of Chinese languages.  They agreed on 

the fact that the written language, although uniform throughout the country, was in 

fact a dead language, comparable to Latin in Europe. Confronted with the enormous 

variety of spoken languages, the missionaries started classifying these in groups. The 

spoken Mandarin showed some marked differences and became classified as the 

northern, spoken in Beijing, the southern, in Nanjing and Suzhou and the western, in 

Sichuan and Hebei. A similar classification was carried out for the southern spoken 

languages. The Southern Min vernacular differed when spoken in Zhangzhou, 

Quanzhou, Dong’an and Xiamen itself. Douglas took the Xiamen koine as the 

standard, and added the principal variations of the Zhangzhou and Quanzhou and other 

regions. Medhurst’s, on the other hand, was written in the Zhangbo variant, which was 

most commonly spoken by the overseas Chinese emigrant community in Malacca, 

where Medhurst had compiled his dictionary. 

   

The Mission Moves to Taiwan   
The coming of the Christian missionaries to Taiwan since the latter half of the 

19th century was an outgrowth of the missions in China. The Treaty of Tianjin in 1858 

allowed missionaries to travel throughout China and opened additional ports to 

foreign residence and trade. For Taiwan, this meant the harbours of Danshui in the 

north, and the old port of Anping in Tainan. The missionaries in Xiamen were well 

aware of the relationship between Xiamen and Taiwan. As Reverend Jas Johnston 

noted:  

Formosa naturally falls within the sphere of our Amoy Mission... 

Chinese inhabitants are all, or almost all, from that (Fujian) province, 

and, from that part of it which speaks the Amoy dialect, it is only 

about a hundred miles from Amoy, with which it has constant com-

munication by trade.  The converts in Amoy were desirous to 

extend our Mission to a place where some of them had friends and 

                                                
26 Carstairs Douglas (1893) Chinese-English Dictionary of the Vernacular or Spoken Language of Amoy, 
with the principal variations of the Chang-chew and Chin-chew dialects. London, preface, p. viii. 
27 Carstairs Douglas, Chinese-English Dictionary, preface, p. vii.  
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relatives for whose spiritual welfare they were praying.28  

The first Protestant denomination to cross over to Taiwan was the English 

Presbyterians.  In 1860 Reverend Douglas, accompanied by Dr. MacKenzie on the 

Asia steamer board, made the following observation about his first encounter:  

The people have immigrated from Hokkien, Amoy and speak the 

Amoy dialect.  The entire island converses in Amoy.  Therefore... 

it seems that we should take up missionary work on this land from 

our Amoy mission post.  Along the coast, the people speak the 

same language, which I thought was rather strange, whereas on the 

Mainland, separated a hundred miles, makes us feel that the 

language would not be the same.  Therefore we heard a strong 

voice calling out: “Come here and help us, and make the Gospel 

widespread”.29  

Acting upon their favourable reports, the Foreign Missions Committee (FMC) of 

the English Presbyterians commenced preparations to begin work in this new field.  

The first mission was set up in Gaoxiong (Kaohsiung) in 1865, by Douglas, Dr. 

Maxwell and three Chinese assistants. 30  By the time the second Protestant 

denomination, the Canadian Presbyterians, entered Taiwan, several mission posts had 

been set up in the south.31 Leslie MacKay, an ordained Medical Missionary of the 

Presbyterian Church of Canada arrived in 1871.32  At the end of 1872 he settled in 

the north in Danshui where there was no mission post.33 With the exception of the 

Roman Catholic Dominicans no other denomination was active until 1925.34

For the English Presbyterians, one may argue that of the driving forces behind the 

setting up of a mission post in Taiwan was the language similarity with Xiamen. 

                                                
28 Jas Johnston, China and Formosa, p. 168.  For an overview of the articles in The Chinese Repos-
itory on the missionaries’ knowlegde of Taiwan, see Li Zhigang (1998), “Cong Zhongguo 
congbao tanjiu zaoqi jidujiaoshi you guan taiwan zhi baodao” 

 (From "The Chinese Repository" researching the early reports on Taiwan by the 
missionaries). Paper presented at the Conference on "The History of Christianity in Taiwan, 
Reflections on Historical Materials and Research", May 28-29. Taipei.   
29 Quoted in Wang Shiqing & Ang Ui-jin   (1996) Taiwan wenxian shumu jieti di wu 
zhong yuyanlei  (Explanatory Bibliography of Taiwan Documents, 
Vol 5, Taipei, p. 264. 
30 In 1865 of the Presbyterian Church of England (EP) settled in Takao (present Kaohsiung).  After 
two months Rev. Douglas returned to Xiamen.  Rev. Ritchie arrived in 1867, followed by Rev. 
Dickson and Rev. William Campbell arrived in 1871, and Rev. Barclay in 1874. See Edward Band, 
Working his Purpose Out, pp. 75-78, 85, 88, 102. 
31 In 1874, the EP had established twenty-six missionary stations in Taiwan. Edward Band, op.cit, p. 
96. 
32 It was the original intention of the Foreign Mission Committee that MacKay, in cooperation with the 
EP missionaries, would settle at Swatou. However, he preferred to visit Taiwan first, where he was 
welcomed by Rev. Ritchie. 
33 George Leslie MacKay (1991) From Far Formosa, The Island, its People and Missions. Taipei, 
reprint, pp. 30-32. 
34 For a history of the Catholic Dominicans in Taiwan, see Pablo Fernandez (1994) One Hundred Years 
of Dominican Apostolate in Formosa (1859-1958), Taipei, reprint. 
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Unlike the other treaty ports, they didn’t have to create new Romanisation systems, 

and being furnished with the major Christian literature, the missionaries, from the 

beginning, could concentrate more on proselytizing.35 The creation and use of this 

literature in alphabetic writing marked an important phase in the Taiwan mission.   

Dr. Maxwell began, but Reverend Barclay developed to a remarkable degree, the 

publication of Christian literature in the romanised script.  The following quote 

epitomizes Barclay's strong advocacy of the romanization: “During all my term of 

service I have only on one occasion used the Character Bible in the pulpit, and that 

once I regret”.36  

The Japanese take over of Taiwan in 1895, produced a situation that was 

comparatively beneficial for the missionaries. In his annual report of 1895, Barclay 

wrote: 

The change will improve the condition of life for the missionaries, 

and the greater facilities for communication will help our work.  The 

destruction of the Mandarinate, and perhaps still more that of the 

literary class as a body, involving the discrediting of Confucianism, 

will remove more obstacles out of our way.37  

During the first thirty years of Japanese rule, the missionaries could continue 

their work under relatively more freedom and concentrate on their educational 

activities.  In 1912, a union was formed between the English Presbyterian and 

Canadian Church.38  This contributed to the progress the missionaries were making 

toward fostering the creation of an independent, Taiwanese-run Presbyterian 

Church.39  

The Roman Script in Taiwan 
One remarkable fact in the historical study of the Southern Min language is that after 

the turn of the century, the Taiwan mission came to dominate the field of dictionary 

                                                
35 In 1865, the Gospel of John was translated by Doty and Young (EP), Book of Ruth by Talmage 
(RDA), and Matthew by Ostrom (RDA).  By 1872 the four Gospels had been translated, as well as Acts 
of the Apostles, Former and Latter Book of Peter, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians and Colossians. 
The NT was completed in 1873 and the OT, based upon the Delegates'’Version, was printed at intervals 
between 1880-84. These translations were in the the new Romanized Xiamen vernacular. See Lai 
Yongxiang (1990) Jiaohui shi hua  (Topics on Taiwan Church History) I. Tainan, Vol I, 
p. 70 and M. Broomhall, The Chinese Empire, pp. 401-402. 
36 Edward Band (1972) Barclay of Formosa. Taipei, reprint, p. 67. 
37 Ibid., p. 109. 
38 For a discussion, see Hamish Ion (1993) The Cross and the Rising Sun. Toronto, p. 38.  
39 From their experiences with Christian missionaries in Japan, the new government knew the problems 
caused by allowing many denominations to work at evangelization. Until 1925 they refused entry to all 
other foreign Protestant denominations. See Murray A. Rubinstein (1991) The Protestant Community 
on Modern Taiwan. Mission, Seminary and Church. Armonk, N.Y, p. 21. During the mid-1930s, 
conditions began to change for the Presbyterians because of their ties to the Canadian and English 
Presbyterian Churches. From 1937 to 1945, the Japanese government suppressed indigenous religion 
and introduced Japanese religious institutions and patterns of worship. Christian institutions were also 
affected. The government took over all the property the Presbyterians had controlled, thus completing 
the Japanization of Taiwan's churches. See William Richardson (1971) Christianity in Taiwan under 
Japanese Rule, 1895-1945. Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, New York, p. 165. 
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compilation.  Although there were only three, they were the only ones, because no 

Southern Min compilations by Protestants on the mainland were made.  There are 

several explanations for this. Unlike the mainland, the Taiwan missionaries were not 

entangled in a debate about the virtues of a Romanised vernacular over those of 

literary style, nor were they confronted with an increasing tendency towards adopting 

the Mandarin vernacular (baihuawen) on their island.40 While the Protestant Church in 

Taiwan continued to grow under the Japanese, the situation on the Chinese mainland 

grew worse for the missionaries.  Religious incidents directed against the foreign 

missionaries culminated in the Boxer Movement in the last years of the nineteenth 

century.  Between then and the time of the First World War, they gradually subsided, 

only to be replaced by the rationalized anti-Christian movement of the educated 

elite.41   

The Chinese gentry, especially in rural China, feared the churches’ challenge to 

their social, economic and cultural supremacy.  Christian charity work and Christian 

education threatened the gentry’s traditional roles; Christian justice clashed headlong 

with the gentry’s manipulation of the law.  But also at a higher intellectual level, the 

gentry could challenge the Church on ideological and theological grounds. 42  

According the Jerome Chen, Modernization efforts after the establishment of the 

Republic relegated the churches to a secondary position in China's nation-building 

and cultural development.43  At the same time, expressions of contempt for the 

Romanised script became much more prevalent.  Calls were made for Chinese 

language unification that ran counter to a further differentiation into dialects. The 

declaration of the phonetic alphabet in 1913 caused a severe blow to a further 

propagation of Church Romanization.44  It continued to be used in the south, but 

came under pressure from the mission stations in the north, the first ones to adopt the 

phonetic alphabet and change to Mandarin baihuawen.45   

Meanwhile in Taiwan, church membership had doubled between 1895 and 1905.46

As Edward Band observed, “Not a few entered the church because it was safer to be 

                                                
40 The controversy on a Romanized versus a Chinese character writing liturgy, resulted from the 
discrepancy between the northern and southern based missionaries. This discussion can best be 
illustrated with the Bible translation. After the Beijing opening in 1860, the northern missionaries 
began to feel the need of a Northern (Beijing) Mandarin version of the Bible.  At the Shanghai 
Conference in 1877, three-fourths of the Christian literature was still in the literary style or High Wenli. 
The General Missionary Conference in 1890, appointed a permanent commitee on Christian literature, 
and decided the compilation of a Union Version of the Bible in High Wenli, Easy Wenli (a simplified 
version of High Wenli, but not the same as the spoken Mandarin), and in Northern (Beijing) Mandarin. 
The project of translating the Bible in the Southern (Nanjing) Mandarin had proven unsuccessful. With 
the exception of the three coastal provinces, the Northern (Beijing) Mandarin was generally understood 
by the population. Mandarin refers to guanhua or the language spoken by the official class. See M. 
Broomhall, The Chinese Empire, pp. 376, 383-389.  
41 Jerome Chen (1979) China and the West. Indiana, p. 140. 
42 Ibid., p. 142. 
43 Ibid., p. 145. 
44 Xu Changan & Li Leyi, Minnan Baihuazi, pp. 14-15. For articles written by the missionaries on the 
language question in the 1920s, see Chinese Recorder. 
45 Ibid., pp. 8-11 
46 Edward Band, Barclay of Formosa, p.122. 
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known as a Christian”.47 School enrollment equally increased. This necessitated 

provisions for the training of new members to be better instructed in Christian truth. 

The solution to this problem lay not only in an expansion of the Theological College, 

but also in the need for a middle school, which was supposed to supply the 

prospective theological students with a secondary education. One of the attractions of 

the Christian schools was the continuation of Chinese language instruction. Hanwen

classes taught the characters in the reading form, gave the colloquial pronunciation, 

and explained the meaning of the text in romanized Taiwanese. This method of 

language instruction was in conformity with the educational advantages offered by a 

romanized script in spreading literacy amongst the illiterate masses. 

The body of Christian literature on the advantages of the Romanized script tends to 

emphasize the significance of being able to read the Scriptures in the mother tongue. 

The problem was not, as might be supposed at first sight that rendering the Scriptures 

in Chinese characters was too difficult to comprehend for the illiterate masses. 

 Transliteration in Romanised Taiwanese was necessitated because of the dual 

linguistic structure of Southern Min:    

The relation of the Chinese character to the Amoy spoken dialect 

somewhat resembles that of Hebrew to Aramaic in our Lord’s 

lifetime on earth. In the synagogue services the Old Testament was 

read in Hebrew but was required to be paraphrased into Aramaic 

before the people generally could understand it, for Hebrew had 

become almost a dead language. At first the translation or 

paraphrase had to be done orally on the spot; in a later age written 

paraphrases or Targums were allowed to be used. The Romanised 

version is therefore the most accurate “targum” that can be provided 

for Amoy-speaking Christians.48

   

Reverend Barclay, staunch advocator of the superiority of Romanised Taiwanese 

in religious instruction, maintained that for their knowledge of the scriptures the 

people should not be solely dependent on the haphazard paraphrasing of the preacher; 

the people themselves should be able to read and understand the Bible in their own 

tongue.49 There is no doubt that transliteration in the roman script went beyond the 

purpose of providing religious instruction and spreading the message of the Gospel. It 

had in the first place a didactic purpose, and stood in sharp contrast with the elitist 

enterprise of learning in the Confucian tradition. The very difficulty of characters was 

prized for the mystique with which it invested writing.  

Rather than actually reading and understanding the content, Confucian education 

did not extend beyond reciting passages by heart, and hours of concentrated study 

were required to memorize characters before the contents of books could be absorbed. 

                                                
47 Ibid., p. 122. 
48 Ibid., p.69. 
49 Ibid., p. 69-70. 
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A Romanised version of Taiwanese solved the problem of reading and understanding 

in one effort. Furthermore, the roman script, as a foreign import, also carried the 

ideological message of facilitating education of the populace as a whole. Irrespective 

of its religious coating, the Church played a leading role in the propagation of 

universal education. In this process, a not unimportant factor was the printing and 

distribution of a vernacular press in Romanised Taiwanese. 

In 1881, a printing press with a supply of type was shipped.  This greatly 

facilitated the spread of the roman script and accounted for a large number of 

pamphlets and doctrine books which were also printed in the Romanised Taiwanese.  

The publication of the Church journal entirely in Romanised Taiwanese deserves 

special mention. The first copies of the Church News (Tâi-Oân Hú-Siâⁿ Kàu-Hōe-Pò) 

rolled off the press in July 1885.50 The first number was a sheet of four pages; the 

second was enlarged to eight pages, the size which continued for some years. The 

paper at once became very popular, and as noted by Band, “[it] has proved of 

immense value to our Mission work”.51 The popularity of the paper was partly due to 

the fact that events were recorded, and people could read their own words in print. For 

example at the conference at Tainan, at which any member of the church could attend 

and speak, Barclay took notes of the speeches and published them in the Church news 

“to the delight of the people who had the indescribable joy of seeing their utterances 

in print for the first time”.52  

Concluding Remarks  

A brief overview on how these missionaries proceeded in recording the 

vernaculars, the creation of and changes in their roman script, standardization of 

pronunciation, vocabulary itemization, and difficulties they encountered resulting 

from the dichotomy between the spoken word and the written character in the Chinese 

language tradition illustrate not only the painstaking work involved in rendering a 

vernacular into a standard language, but also the significance of a romanized 

transliteration of Southern Min in the Romanization movement of the 1920s. 

Against the background of the linguistic difficulties encountered in evangelizing 

on foreign grounds, one too easily stops short at interpreting instruction in the native 

tongues as a means to facilitate explaining the message of the Gospel. Accordingly, 

spread of education as the prime mover in script reform, that is, the creation of a 

roman script for the Chinese spoken and written language tends to be overlooked in 

assessing the impact of the foreign Church in China and Taiwan. For the same reason, 

the mission stations in the north of China changed to Mandarin Chinese, promoted a 
                                                
50 Between 1905 and 1932, its name changed three times. In 1942, publication was banned by the 
Japanese authorities, but started again in November 1945 until January 1970. After 1973 the paper 
became a weekly. 
51 Edward Band, Barclay of Formosa, p. 72. 
52 Ibid. p. 72. 
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‘Basic English’ movement, but the mission in Taiwan employed Romanised

Taiwanese. 

The Anglo-Saxon Protestant missionaries in South China and Taiwan developed 

their handwritten glossaries, initially intended to be self-study guides, into a literary 

medium.  This historical process has been described through an overview of 

dictionary compilations into Southern Min.  Rev. Medhurst and Rev. Douglas had 

laid the groundwork for bringing the Southern Min vernacular into writing.  The 

complex nature of the southern dialect contributed to a remarkable linguistic evolution, 

starting from the traditional reading form (Medhurst), to a non-character vernacular 

version (Douglas).  With the exception of the MacKay dictionary which was still 

arranged according to the Chinese stroke order, a character-based vernacular pattern 

was established.  Such a system enabled the user to study the written language, look up 

a character in colloquial style, and learn the literary form through the Romanized script.  

The alphabetical order demonstrates the importance attached to the Romanized script 

system.  The unification of a Romanized script was crucial to the publication of 

Christian literature and Bible translation.  In the process, the missionaries 

standardized the Xiamen pronunciation as the literary medium.  The Taiwan 

missionaries enlarged the vocabulary with Taiwan expressions.  Their compilations are 

a valuable source, but they fall short on its Taiwan pronunciation.  Nevertheless, the 

Xiamen vernacular became representative for Taiwan and is therefore part of the 

complexity surrounding a definition of “Taiwanese”. The prolonged use of the Xiamen 

pronunciation in Taiwan is still one of the major points in the controversy and 

criticism dealing with Romanized Church Taiwanese. 


