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Abstract

In order to explore the standard English translation of the core concept of traditional
Chinese medicine, “Jing Luo”, this paper takes the three commonly used transla-
tions, namely “meridian”, “channel”, and “vessel”, as the research objects. By lev-
eraging the COCA (Corpus of Contemporary American English) corpus, this study
conducts an empirical investigation on the usage frequency, stylistic distribution,
and semantic characteristics of these three words. The research reveals that there

are significant differences in the usage frequency of the three words in the corpus.

Published: December 31, 2025 “Channel” is a general and frequently used word with a wide range of stylistic cov-

erage but relatively weak professional specificity; “vessel” is more often found in
medical and maritime fields; “meridian”, although with a relatively low overall fre-
quency, has strong stability and prominent specificity in academic texts, and is more
in line with the expression requirements of traditional Chinese medicine terms. The
study shows that the data from the corpus can objectively reflect the usage patterns
of words in real contexts and can provide a reliable basis for the selection of English
translations for traditional Chinese medicine terms such as “Jing Luo”, helping to
improve the accuracy and standardization of the external dissemination of tradi-
tional Chinese medicine culture.
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1. Introduction

The dissemination of traditional Chinese medicine culture has played a particularly significant role in the inheritance
and innovation of Chinese traditional culture. As one of the oldest cultural elements in China’s ancient civilization,
traditional Chinese medicine is not only an original medical science of China and an important part of Chinese tradi-
tional culture, but also the field most likely to propel China’s medical science to reach a world-leading level (Xu,
2014). Given that traditional Chinese medical terms have evolved over thousands of years and are deeply influenced
by human cognitive processing, translating from a cognitive perspective can effectively bridge the cognitive gaps
between different countries (Li & Zhang, 2025). Translation is not only cross-linguistic communication but also
cross-cultural communication, which requires handling two language systems under different cultural backgrounds.
In the process of translating traditional Chinese medicine, the most difficult part is how to accurately translate tradi-
tional Chinese medicine terms to help readers understand the Chinese culture reflected in these terms. This article
takes the English translation of the term “Jing Luo” as an example, using COCA as data sources to find the most
appropriate translation for “Jing Luo”, as well as its application in the medical field and in other cultural dissemination
fields.
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2. Analysis of the Common English Meanings of the Word “Jing Luo”

The concept of “Jing Luo” as the core element of the traditional Chinese medical theory system is directly related to
the international dissemination and academic exchange of Chinese medicine culture. In the existing practice, “vessel”,
“meridian” and “channel” are the three most representative translations. Although all three refer to the core concept
of “channels for the circulation of qi and blood”, there are significant differences in their etymological origin, seman-
tic emphasis, register norms and academic recognition. By analyzing the meanings of these corresponding words, we
can gain an insight into their power of cultural dissemination (Zhang & Shi, 2008).

2.1 Analysis of the Meanings of the Word “Meridian”

According to Collins English Dictionary, the most common meaning of “meridian” is “one of the imaginary lines
joining the north and south poles at right angles to the equator”. Secondly, “meridian” serves as a term in the fields
of astronomy and mathematics, meaning “peak, zenith”. Next are the meanings related to the concept of traditional
Chinese medicine, as explained in Collins English Dictionary: (in acupuncture, etc) any of the channels through
which vital energy is believed to circulate round the body.

According to the COBUILD frequency band, “meridian” is classified as first-level (from low frequency to high
frequency), i.e. used rarely, in the lower 50% of commonly used words in the Collins English Dictionary. For most
people, its most common meaning is an imaginary line from the North Pole to the South Pole. For example, “all
places on the same meridian have the same longitude”, the word “meridian” in this sentence is a geographical concept.
And most of the other meanings are mostly terms from professional fields such as astronomy, mathematics and tra-
ditional Chinese medicine.

Compared with other translations, “meridian” emphasizes the systematicness, integrity and functionality of the
meridians rather than merely the anatomical channels. It not only refers to the physical channels but also encompasses
the comprehensive system of blood and qi circulation, the connection between internal organs, and the internal re-
sponses on the body surface. Therefore, it holds an irreplaceable position in theoretical explanations, acupuncture
research, academic papers and other formal texts.

2.2 Analysis of the Meaning of the Word “Vessel”

The Collins English Dictionary includes a total of 6 noun meanings for the word “vessel”. The first item is “container”,
and the second item is “a passenger or freight-carrying ship, boat, etc”. The meaning related to anatomy is listed as
the fourth item, that is “a tubular structure that transports such body fluids as blood and lymph”. In addition, the
Collins Dictionary also includes “an aircraft” “a tubular element of xylem tissue” and a rare meaning “a person
regarded as an agent or vehicle for some purpose or quality”.

In terms of word frequency, “vessel” is a fourth-level word that is used very common and is one of the 4,000 most
commonly used words in the Collins English Dictionary. The term “Jing Luo” was translated as “meridian” in the
“International Standardization Scheme for Acupuncture Points Names” issued by WHO in 1991. However, the spe-
cific names of the “Jing Luo” sometimes use “vessel” (Lan, 2010).

In the medical context, “vessel” usually refers to “blood vessels”. In the early English translations of traditional
Chinese medicine, influenced by anatomical thinking, “vessel” was often used to represent “pulse”, emphasizing
their pipeline-like form. However, in the modern medical system, “vessel” almost exclusively refers to the blood
vessels in the circulatory system. For example, “he had broken a blood vessel in a race.” If it continues to be used for
“Jing Luo”, it is very likely to cause conceptual confusion, making readers interpret “Jing Luo” as anatomical struc-
tures of blood vessels, thus deviating from the theoretical core of the holistic and functional view of traditional Chi-
nese medicine.

2.3 Analysis of the Meaning of the Word “Channel”

The word “channel” is a commonly used general term in daily English. In the Collins English Dictionary, the most
common meaning of “channel” is “a broad strait connecting two areas of sea”. Another meanings include “the bed
or course of a river, stream, or canal” and “a band of radio waves on which radio messages can be sent and received”.
And there are also terms in the fields of electronics and computing. The one that can be associated with the meaning

of “Jing Luo”, “a tubular or trough-shaped passage for fluids”, ranks eighth.
In terms of word frequency, “channel” and “vessel” are both very common words and both belong to the fourth-

DOI: 10.26855/tfl.2025.12.014 835 Translation and Foreign Language Learning



Xifeng Zhan, Ping Li

level. Translating “Jing Luo” as “channel” mainly takes its intuitive meaning of “channels for the circulation of qi
and blood”, emphasizing the functional aspect of meridians as paths, while weakening their theoretical system and
cultural particularity. For example, “massage can unblock the energy channels in the body”. This translation is easy
to understand and helps non-professional readers quickly establish a basic understanding. Therefore, it is commonly
used in health education, popular literature, and health promotion scenarios.

From an academic perspective, the term “channel” has obvious limitations: Firstly, it is a highly general term with
broad semantics, lacking the specificity and stability that are characteristic of traditional Chinese medical terminology.
Secondly, “channel” only emphasizes the pathological form and is unable to carry the deep theoretical content of the
meridian theory, such as the association of internal organs, the regulation of yin and yang, and the rhythm of qi and
blood, which makes traditional Chinese concepts be simplified to ordinary physiological pathways. Therefore, “chan-
nel” is more suitable for popular explanations and should not be used as a core term in professional research and
standard translations.

3. Common English Corresponding Corpus Analysis of “Jing Luo”

The Corpus of Contemporary American English was developed by Professor Mark Davis from the University of
Birmingham in the United States. It is currently the largest balanced English corpus available (Han, Zheng, & Qian,
2025). Its core focuses on American English variations, with a total of 560 million words of text, covering five major
genres: spoken language, novels, popular magazines, newspapers, and academic journals. Given the dynamic nature
of medical terminology, COCA is updated once or twice a year, with an average annual expansion of approximately
200 million words, ensuring the timeliness of the corpus (Liu & He, 2025). This structure enables it to comprehen-
sively and objectively reflect the real usage of contemporary American English in different language domains and
scenarios, rather than being limited to a single genre or written language samples. With the help of the corpus, re-
searchers can clearly observe the distribution of a certain word in different scenarios and different genres, determine
its formality, common collocations, and potential semantic tendencies, providing reliable data support for term se-
lection, expression optimization, and translation comparison.

As a professional tool for language research, teaching and translation practice, COCA adopts a relational database
architecture, with efficient search response. It supports functions such as word form restoration, part-of-speech tag-
ging, collocation analysis, word frequency statistics, diachronic change tracking, and cross-genre comparison. Users
can query the occurrence frequency, typical collocations and context examples of any word, phrase or grammatical
structure in different periods and different text types online. Compared with traditional corpora, the advantage of
COCA lies in its combination of scale, timeliness and genre diversity. It is not only the core resource for language
scholars to explore the development laws of contemporary English, but also an important basis for English teachers,
translators and learners to judge the commonality of vocabulary, the naturalness of collocations, and the suitability
of genres. As a result, COCA was queried in March 2026 using the exact word forms ‘meridian,” ‘channel,” and
‘vessel” across all five genres (spoken, fiction, magazines, newspapers, academic). Frequencies include all parts of
speech; no lemmatization was applied.

3.1 Overall word frequency and stylistic distribution

“Channel” is the most widely used core word among these three. It appears approximately 20,000 to 30,000 times in
the entire database, has a high degree of dispersion, and frequently occurs in five major genres: blogs, websites,
magazines, newspapers, and academic works. There is no obvious stylistic bias. It is a basic word with both general
and professional attributes. Its semantic coverage includes “route and waterway”, and it holds an absolute dominant
position in non-medical and non-traditional Chinese medicine contexts.

“Vessel” has a frequency of approximately 15,000 - 20,000 occurrences. Its usage is highly concentrated in aca-
demic contexts and magazines, and is rarely seen in spoken language or novels. The core meaning is “blood vessel,
duct, tube, ship”. It is a standard term in anatomy, physiology, and navigation, with a clear semantic boundary and is
rarely used in daily expressions.

The word “meridian” has the lowest frequency, approximately 1,000 - 2,000 occurrences, and exhibits extremely
strong domain specificity: about 70% are concentrated in professional magazines, including traditional Chinese med-
icine, geography, while a small portion can be found in spoken language. It is almost not distributed in spoken lan-
guage or novels. Its original meaning is “meridian line” in geography. In the context of traditional Chinese medicine,
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it is the standardized translation in the WHO, corresponding to “meridian”. However, in general English, it is a low-
frequency specialized word, far less popular than “channel” and “vessel”.

3.2 Stylistic Differentiation of Semantic and Collocational Meanings

To assess the closeness of such collocation relationships, the Mutual Information Score (MI) is used as a quantitative
indicator. This score can reflect the association strength between the node word and the collocating word. An MI
score of 3 is regarded as the threshold for determining significant collocation relationships. If the MI score exceeds
3, it indicates a strong co-occurrence trend between the two, and the higher the value, the greater the collocation
strength. This calculation method provides an objective basis for exploring the dependency relationships between
words. MI scores above 3 indicate strong collocation strength, meaning the words co-occur more frequently than
expected by chance. For example, ‘catfish’ (MI=7.59) shows an exceptionally strong association with ‘channel’ in
the corpus.

“Channel” has a very wide range of applications. In general contexts, it co-occurs with words like “news”, “cable”
and “discovery”. Among them, the MI score was the highest when it was combined with “catfish”. It is less frequently
used in medical vocabulary combinations, and the main usage remains the general meaning.

MI Scores Frequency Counts
news 478 2750
cable 6.94 1456
discovery 6.18 851
communication 4.88 749
catfish 7.59 197
ion 7.02 175

Figure 1. High-frequency collocations of “channel” and their MI scores and frequency counts.

“Vessel” is highly specialized in its usage. It frequently appears in medical texts along with “blood”. In maritime/
engineering texts, it is commonly paired with “containment and sailing”. It has no common colloquial usage and its
meaning is highly controlled by the professional context.

Words Ml Scores  Frequency Counts

blood 7.04 3349
containment 7.19 173

sailing 7.65 104

Figure 2. High-frequency collocations of “vessel” and their MI scores and frequency counts.

“Meridian” is used in a binary-differentiated manner: in geography, it is paired with “line, longitude”; in traditional
Chinese medicine texts, it co-occurs with “blood, energy qi”, forming fixed expressions such as “meridian blood,
meridian energy”, which is the standard translation for “meridian” in traditional Chinese medicine and is a niche
usage in the overall corpus, easily recognized by non-professional readers as a technical term.

Words MI Scores Eieayency
Counts
blood 5.18 57
energy 4.34 38
line 3.09 31

Figure 3. High-frequency collocations of “meridian” and their MI scores and frequency counts.
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4. Conclusion

In conclusion, based on the translation of the term “Jing Luo”, it can be seen that for Chinese medical terms with
inherent Chinese philosophical connotations, in addition to establishing standards to regulate the translation of terms,
in actual translation practice, translators also need to consider the thinking habits of the target language users based
on their native language, as well as the influence of the original meaning of the native language vocabulary when
understanding the translated text (Zhu, 2014). The core difficulty in translating traditional Chinese medical classics
lies in the interpretation of the polysemy of terms. The choice of vocabulary will directly affect the transmission of
both the philosophical and medical connotations, (Ouyang, Zheng, & Jia, 2025) by analyzing the frequency and
distribution characteristics of the words “meridian”, “channel”, and “vessel” in the COCA corpus, it can be seen that
there are significant differences in their usage frequency, stylistic bias, and semantic orientation. This provides a
relatively objective basis for the selection of the English translation of the core concept of “Jing Luo” in traditional
Chinese medicine. “Channel” is a common high-frequency word that is easy to understand, but its semantics are
broad and lacks professional attributes, making it more suitable for popular introductions and popular texts; “vessel”
is stable in its use in the medical context, but it is prone to confusion with the concept of blood vessels in modern
medicine, making it difficult to accurately convey the theoretical connotation of traditional Chinese medicine merid-
ians; while “meridian”, although having a lower frequency in the overall corpus, has strong academic specificity and
domain stability, which can better match the expression needs of the traditional Chinese medicine theory system and
is more in line with the norms of international academic exchanges. While ‘meridian’ is recommended for academic
and professional TCM contexts due to its specificity and WHO standardization, ‘channel’ remains useful for popular
communication where accessibility is prioritized over technical precision.
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