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A CULTURAL HEIRLOOM DEMOLISHED -
CONTEMPLATING THE FUTURE OF THE CHINESE SCRIPT
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Owing perhaps to predictions of the imminent rise of China, at the dawn of the
twenty-first century, a “China fervor” is taking the world by storm: worldwide, the
rush is on to acquire Chinese language and learn Chinese characters, a trend that
shows no signs of abating. But in the rush to master the simplified characters in use in
mainland China, how many learners are genuinely aware that what they are acquiring
is but the carcass of a cultural heirloom, an empty shell of a script, the tragic result of
a systematic dismantling of Chinese folkways by cultural agents of the Chinese
Communist Party?

The onset of this movement is documented in Yuzhang Wu’s “On Simplifying
the Chinese Script”, published in the April 7, 1955 issue of the People’s Daily:

Chinese block characters are difficult to learn, difficult to write, and difficult to remember... The
difficulty of Chinese character acquisition has led to primary and secondary school education
being longer than is necessary. Furthermore, high school and college graduates are still found to

be misreading, miswriting, and misusing characters—the difficulties presented by character
instruction stand in the way of government efforts to promote education and build a more
civilized society...

True, China’s large illiterate masses have been a problem throughout history, and
any increase in literacy rate is likely to be in the national interest. But is the difficulty
of writing and remembering characters really foremost among the causes of illiteracy?
Can the difficulty of character instruction really be linked to the failure to promote
education and civilized society? Even if we were to acknowledge the fact that block
characters are structurally complex, the solution lies not in altering the characters
themselves, but in devising more creative methods of instruction. To ignore the more
obvious aspect of instruction methodology and push instead to radically alter the form

of characters in use for thousands of years is, to say the least, preposterous.
Wu (1955) writes:

In as early as 1940, we were instructed by Chairman Mao to bring a degree of reform to the
Chinese script (see Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung, Vol. 11, p. 701). In recent years, the
Chairman has made clear that Chinese script reform is to follow the worldwide trend of
romanized spelling. In other words, Chinese characters need to be recast as alphabetized words...
But before full romanization is achieved, we must first seek to inventory and simplify the block
characters currently in use, so as to remove impediments to reading, writing and language
instruction. The simplification of block characters is the first step to Chinese language reform.

We can see from this passage that the promotion of simplified characters was
carried out in part to pander to Chairman Mao’s personal preferences—a
politically-motivated maneuver that is hardly justifiable. The end result, the full

* From Asia Times Online <www.atchinese.com>, April 3, 2006.



romanization of the Chinese script, would add insult to injury to the Chinese
orthographic tradition.

In 1952, a “Chinese Script Reform Committee” was formed, charged with the
research and design of simplified characters, and the formulation of a Chinese
romanization system. In 1955, the committee published a “Chinese Character
Simplification Scheme”, which included an explanatory text and three tables: “Table
of 798 Simplified Characters”, “Table of 400 Obsolete Character Variants”, and
“Table of Simplified Radicals in Handwritten Form”. Over a thousand Chinese
characters were to undergo simplification according to the new scheme: the characters

=
=,

for “beard” (54%%) would be simplified to the nonsense string FL,EJ ’fI “barbarian must”;
“noodles” (3%) would now share a character ([*1) with “face”; and the character for
“clown” (") is now identical to the word for “ugly”.

As for phasing out traditional character variants, Wu (1955) writes that “those
traditional characters to be phased out will be treated as archaic script, to be used only
in specialized contexts, in reference to ancient works. It may be worthwhile to
compile a Dictionary of Archaic Characters for the use of specialists in classical
literature™. Orthography is an important link in the transmission of culture. Granted,
over time scripts may become obsolete, just as old technologies are replaced by newer
ones, and as this happens, the older, more dated versions are relegated to reference
dictionaries and museums—repositories to which only specialists have access. But
gradual elimination over time is different from what is being proposed here by Wu,
which involves “the total elimination of traditional characters for which a simplified
character is in place, or for which a different character variant has been selected as
standard”, and the compulsory “simplification of handwritten character radicals”. Let
us explore this issue further using the six principles of character formation.

Chinese characters are constructed using six design principles: pictographic
representation, ideographic representation, ideographic compounding,
phono-semantic compounding, metaphorical extension and phonetic loan—the “six
principles” of character formation (# =) that are held in highest regard. As such, any
alterations to existing form, including the elimination of character variants and the
simplification of radicals, must be in compliance with the “six principles” —for as we
know, with the Chinese script, the addition or omission of a stroke in any character
will easily result in misrepresentation. In the dispute over whether to adopt the
artificially mandated changes to the Chinese writing system, we should be considering
not the issue of whether the changes are practical, but rather whether it is right or
wrong.

Wu (1955) goes on to say that:

The masses have had a history of simplifying the strokes of block characters to make writing less

tedious—simplified characters of this nature are an unspoken norm, and are in wide
circulation... While the ruling classes of each period have sought to promote “standard”
characters and challenge the legality of simplified characters, the general populace has been more
accepting of character simplification, as we can see from the large number of simplified
characters in use in informal correspondences. Which is why we now choose to designate as
standard the characters of simplified form that have long been used by the masses and loved by
the masses, and use these simplified characters in publishing and print media, so as to make the
task of learning and writing the Chinese script less daunting—this is clearly in the interest of the
people.

We do use non-standard character variants and simplified characters in
communications of an informal nature, but their scope is limited to messages and



correspondences between close friends and family—to use such characters in formal
writing would be considered inappropriate. Promoting simplified characters to formal
status would be the equivalent of writing a college thesis using the abbreviated
symbols and emoticons of cellphone text messaging.

Wu (1955) claims that “while we aim to restrict the use of traditional characters,
they will continue to be preserved as an archaic script, to be used by those in higher
education, research institutions, and academic publishing”. But this is tantamount to
reinforcing social class divisions: the upper classes will be able to read both
traditional and simplified characters, whereas the working class has but an
understanding of simplified characters. Not only does this create unfairness in society,
it also leads to a dilemma for foreign learners and overseas Chinese who wish to
master the Chinese language: should they have to align themselves with either the
upper class or the working class before they can decide what type of script to learn?
Should these non-native learners choose to become academics or researchers who
work with traditional characters, would they then become less capable of reading
popular fiction? Would those who opt for the script of the masses be at a loss when it
comes to reading texts of a more serious nature?

The Chinese communist master plan of half a century ago was to adopt
simplified characters as a transitional measure—a compromise—before finally
moving on to the ultimate goal of script reform: the full romanization of Chinese
orthography. In other words, abolish one of the most unique writing systems in the
world, so that the Chinese language can “follow the worldwide trend of romanized
spelling”. The first step was the design of a Chinese romanization system: Hanyu
Pinyin. Between 1955 and 1957, the People’s Republic of China’s Script Reform
Committee devised the Hanyu Pinyin romanization for Modern Standard Chinese,
which was approved by the National People’s Congress in 1958 and registered with
the International Standards Organization (Document ISO 7098) in 1982.

To quote Wu (1955), “After the Chinese script is romanized, exemplary works of
classical literature will eventually be converted into romanized form. That way, the
Chinese classics will be understood by those who are illiterate, and those who may be
literate but do not understand the literary language.” To evaluate the validity of this
claim, let us look at the following story by Yuen-ren Chao, “Tale of the Lion-eating

Poet™:
CHARACTER PINYIN ENGLISH
7 &L‘%‘fﬂ g Shishi shishi Shi-Shi, Poet Shi, who lived in a stone den,
Al shi shi, loved to eat lions,
g s I shi shi shi shi. and vowed to eat ten lions.
S Al [ 4] - |Shi shishi shi shi shi shi.  |He often went to the market to survey lions.
- B Shi shi, At ten o'clock,
A AR - shi shi shi shi shi. ten lions happened to appear at the market.
ii_f'?j: ) Shi shi, At this time,
S ITRET TR shi Shi-Shi shi shi. Mr. Shi happened to arrive at the market.
SR A Shi shi shi shi shi, He looked at those ten lions,
F L shi shi shi, then, with the use of arrows,
kLA ] - shi shi shi sht shishi. caused those ten lions to die.
SR A Shi shi shi shi shi shi, He bundled up the ten lion carcasses
ﬁl% i o shi shishi. and went to the stone den.
HES R Shishi shi, The stone den was damp.
il ﬁﬁ CHER Shi shi shi shi shishi. He asked his servant to Wipe the stone den.
e Shishi shi, After the stone den was wiped dry,

Shi shi shishi shi shi shi.

he then tried to eat those ten lions.




NEFECARL AT o [Shi shi, When he was eating,
PLE ) shi shi shi shi shi, he realized that those ten lions
[n F L AT shi shi shi shi shi. were in fact ten stone lion carcasses.
T PEFE» Shi shi shi shi. Try explaining that!
FVERLES -

As we can see from the table above, whereas the plot is transparent in the
character version of the story , meaning is harder to come by in the romanized version,
which consists of repetitive strings of the syllable “shi”. The futility of romanization
is clear to see; using romanized letters to transcribe Classical Chinese would be
unthinkable! Difficult as it is, with the use of block characters, we can at least guess at
the meaning of the text through character form, but if the text is transliterated, all we
are left with is an endless drone—how could this possibly help those with no
knowledge of literary Chinese to understand classical texts?

When we speak of cultural heritage, we are referring not only to the content of
classical literary works—the script with which these works are recorded counts also
as cultural inheritance. It is in this way that Chinese characters are different from
western alphabets, whose purpose is solely to record sound; each block character is a
picture, a self-contained world rich in meaning. The Chinese communists however
have chosen to corrupt this thousand-year-old tool used by the Chinese people for
recording thought, speech and action, and replace it with a set of phony-looking
pseudo-characters. Many caught in the recent “China fervor” fail to realize that what
they are devoting their efforts to learning is but the deformed carcass of a once
glorious script.

Earlier it was argued that traditional characters were “difficult to write and
difficult to remember”, which, even if true, should be solved not by altering character
form, but by updating instruction methodology. The prevalence of character misuse is
another concern, due partly to large-scale homophony in the Chinese character set, but
made worse by the widespread use of computer input methods. For Chinese
romanization, much like the phonetic symbols Zhuyin Fuhao, were designed to be
used only as a transcription aid in the teaching of beginner-level Chinese, and not for
computer input. Repackaged as a computer input method, convenient though it may
seem at first, with time the user will find it increasingly difficult to remember how to
write characters once they are away from the computer screen—which is why it is
important to have at our disposal an input method that is convenient yet at the same
time reinforces our memory of character form. The Hanzi Shuwei Gongju (Chinese
Character Digital Tools), developed by Swiss-based Indonesian-Chinese Ch’iang-kuo
Chou out of the Array input method for traditional Chinese bundled with Microsoft
Windows, is one such input method—not only can it prevent character memory loss
from lack of handwriting practice due to long-term use of word processing (the user
would not be able to input a character that he/she cannot write—memory of stroke
order is required for the input of each character), it also allows for instant character
lookup from print and electronic dictionaries. Its ease of use in the search for a
particular character out of hundreds, thousands or millions, be it huge lists of names
or pages of text, makes it an especially effective and user-friendly tool*.

The major flaw of character simplification is that it is seeking to transform a
script based on six time-honored principles of character formation into a tool for
phonetic transcription, much like the letters of the Roman alphabet. Not only is this
embarrassingly inappropriate, it is also utter destruction of a precious cultural heritage,




putting an end to the art of calligraphy, depriving each character of its artistic value
and robbing it of the meaning embedded within its form. It is a cultural scam,
deceiving non-Chinese learners who do not know any better, and manipulating native
Chinese into butchering an art form that is the distillation of thousands of years of
ancestral wisdom.

Choosing to go the route of character simplification is cultural suicide—not only
will China bring harm to itself, it will drag other Chinese-speaking societies down
with it. Mongolia is a nation that once went down the path of romanization, but is now
working hard to restore its ancestral script. Half a century on, can the Chinese of
today bear to sit idly by as language policy continues down this erroneous path?

NOTES:

* The Array Input Method (IME), developed by Taipei-based Ming-teh Liao, encodes character
sub-radicals as coordinates on a computer keyboard (subradicals are not the same as radicals, although
there is obviously overlap between the two). The coordinates serve to rank each character, giving the
character set a sequence much like the alphabetical order found in a European language index. And as
each block character is issued a unique identification code, this IME does away with the tediousness
and disorderliness of character lookup in traditional print dictionaries. Furthermore, when applied to
mobile text messaging, each character can be called up using two to eight keystrokes, and the 2,700
most commonly-used characters require no more than three keystrokes—a remarkable achievement
that ought to be applauded by Chinese worldwide!
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