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The “National Calendar” in Modern China:
Disconnected Denotation and China-West Entanglement

(Abstract)

WANG Jianjun

According to the customary naming conventions for terms with the “national” label in
modern China, the traditional Chinese calendar should have been called the “National
Calendar” (Guoli). However, the National Calendar actually referred to the Western
(Gregorian) calendar at that time, which was a departure from names of other subjects
inherent to China, such as Guoxue (traditional learnings) and Guoyi (traditional Chinese
medicine), and from those of modern national symbols like Guogi (national flag)
and Guoge (national anthem). The seemingly straightforward process of designating
the Western calendar as the National Calendar was, in reality, filled with unspoken
undercurrents and agenda from scholars and officials such as Yan Esheng. The
perception of the term “National Calendar” and its significance varied markedly among
contemporaries (even contradictory at times), but the term primarily encompassed the
connotations of the nation, as well as its heritage and people. To justify the adoption of
the Western calendar as the National Calendar, a theory about “Chinese origin of the
Western calendar” was constructed to suggest that the Western calendar was inherent to
Chinese traditions. Aside from “National Calendar,” the official name of the calendar
of the Nanjing National Government was actually “Citizens’ Calendar” (Guomin li),
which was less likely to cause misunderstandings and was recognized by experts like
Gao Lu and Chen Zungui, although their opinions were not given due attention. The
adoption of the Western calendar as the National Calendar also caught the attention of
the medical field and became a subject of envy for some local practitioners of Western
medicine, thus triggering a contention over the term “National Medicine” (Guoyi).
The Nanjing National Government overlooked the uniqueness of the “national” label,
insisting on adopting the Western calendar as the National Calendar and referring to
the Chinese calendar as Feili (obsolete calendar). However, the National Calendar they
promoted could not fully represent its intended meaning, thus becoming an anomaly

among the modern Chinese terms with the “national” label.
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