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Introduction

This book explores a simple but consequential premise: in China, writing has been a
technology of power. From the earliest oracle bones etched with questions to
ancestral spirits to the screens lit by simplified characters in today’s classrooms and
smartphones, script has linked rulers and ruled, center and periphery, past and future.
Language policies, orthographic reforms, and literacy campaigns have not merely
reflected political change; they have made it possible. They have forged
administrative coherence, enabled taxation and justice, circulated ritual and ideology,
and created publics that could be addressed—and mobilized—at scale.

We begin deep in antiquity because origin stories matter. The transition from
divinatory notations to stable scripts and then to standardized forms under the Qin
established an enduring pattern: the state did not just use writing, it organized it.
Subsequent dynasties refined this pattern through bureaucratic record-keeping,
examination cultures, and the cultivation of a transregional classical written language
that transcended spoken diversity. Across the centuries, the brush and later the
moveable type, the telegraph, and the radio acted as instruments of political
consolidation as much as of communication.

Modern history sharpened the stakes. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, reformers and revolutionaries imagined new nations and new citizens, often
beginning with new words. Romanization schemes, phonetic scripts, and the
vernacular movement promised speed, access, and mass education. In the People’s
Republic, character simplification and the promotion of Putonghua aimed to unify a
vast population while accelerating literacy. These projects were never merely
technical; they carried competing visions of who counted as “the people,” which
languages could speak for the nation, and how diversity should be governed.

Yet the story of empire and language in China is not only one of top-down control. It is
also a history of negotiation and creativity along the edges—of Buddhist translators
and popular storytellers, of Cantonese opera and Hokkien media, of Tibetan, Uyghur,
and Mongolian schooling, of diaspora newspapers and online communities. Regional
vernaculars, minority scripts, and transnational literacies have continually stretched,
resisted, or reinterpreted the standards set in capitals and ministries. The result is a
complex ecology in which standardization and plurality have coexisted in productive
tension.

For educators and historians, the practical implications are immediate. Literacy is not

a neutral skill; it is embedded in institutions, assessment regimes, and curricular
choices that privilege some forms of knowledge and silence others. Understanding the
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political economy of script—how orthographies are engineered, how textbooks travel,
how broadcast norms are enforced—clarifies why some classrooms thrive while others
struggle, why some communities see schooling as empowerment while others
experience it as erasure. It also suggests strategies: building bridges between home
varieties and school standards, designing materials that make script reforms visible
rather than mystifying, and framing language policy as a civic conversation rather
than a decree.

The chapters that follow trace these dynamics from oracle bones to online slang. They
pair narrative history with case studies of key reforms and regions, examine the
infrastructures that carry language—examination halls, printing houses, wires and
airwaves, keyboards and code charts—and analyze the laws and campaigns that have
sought to govern speech and script. Throughout, we attend to the lived experience of
learners and teachers, clerks and censors, translators and typists, recognizing that the
language of empire is ultimately written in human practice.

Finally, this book invites comparison. China’s path is distinctive, but not unique: other
empires have also pursued unity through orthography and administration through
literacy. By setting China’s experience alongside global cases, we can better see what
standardization accomplishes and what it costs, where it succeeds and where it frays.
In doing so, we aim to equip readers with both an interpretive framework and a
practical toolkit for understanding how language policy shapes administration and
culture—and, in turn, how citizens and educators can shape language policy.

CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Script: Oracle Bones
and Bronze Inscriptions

The story of Chinese writing doesn't begin with elegant calligraphy or carefully curated
libraries. It starts with questions—urgent pleas to unseen forces, etched onto the
bones of animals and the shells of turtles. These are the oracle bones, the earliest
substantial evidence of Chinese script, dating back to the late Shang dynasty (c.
1600-1046 BCE). Far from being mere curiosities, these ancient fragments offer a
window into a world where divination, ritual, and the nascent power of written symbols
were inextricably linked. They reveal a society grappling with the unknown, seeking
guidance from ancestors and deities on everything from harvest prospects and
military campaigns to toothaches and dreams.

Imagine a diviner, perhaps a shaman or a high-ranking official, preparing a scapula or

plastron for a royal consultation. Small hollows would be carved into the back of the
bone. Intense heat, applied with a hot poker, would then cause the bone to crack,
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producing a series of fissures on the surface. These cracks, often interpreted as
responses from the spirit world, were then inscribed with questions and, occasionally,
the answers received, or the outcomes that followed. The act of writing, therefore, was
not merely a record-keeping exercise; it was an integral part of a sacred conversation,
a tangible link between the human realm and the divine.

The inscriptions themselves are remarkably consistent, demonstrating a level of
systematic organization even at this early stage. They typically follow a structure: a
preface stating the date and the diviner's name, a charge (the question being asked),
a prognostication (the interpretation of the cracks), and sometimes a verification (the
actual outcome). This formulaic approach hints at an established scribal practice,
suggesting that writing was already a specialized skill, likely confined to a small,
literate elite serving the Shang kings. The script itself is pictorial and ideographic, with
many characters clearly recognizable as precursors to their modern counterparts, a
testament to the remarkable continuity of the Chinese writing system.

The range of topics covered in the oracle bone inscriptions is astonishingly broad,
offering invaluable insights into Shang society, religion, and daily life. They record
gueries about rainfall for agriculture, the success of hunting expeditions, the
legitimacy of proposed alliances, the health of the king, and the auspiciousness of
sacrificial offerings. These fragments are not just linguistic artifacts; they are primary
historical documents, allowing us to reconstruct aspects of a civilization that would
otherwise remain largely shrouded in myth and archaeological silence. The very act of
writing these concerns down imbued them with a certain permanence, transforming
fleeting spoken questions into enduring records.

The locations where these oracle bones were discovered, primarily in Anyang, Henan
province, the site of the last Shang capital, further underscore their connection to
royal power. The sheer volume of inscribed bones found suggests a highly active and
organized divinatory practice central to the Shang court. This wasn't a casual
endeavor; it was a cornerstone of governance, a means by which the ruling elite
sought to legitimize their decisions and maintain social order by claiming direct
communication with powerful ancestral spirits and the supreme deity, Di. The diviners,
as interpreters and scribes, held significant influence, mediating between the king and
the cosmos.

While the oracle bones provide our earliest extensive corpus of Chinese writing, they
likely represent only one facet of Shang literacy. Materials like bamboo strips and silk,
which would have been far more perishable, were probably also used for writing but
have not survived the ravages of time. The very nature of the oracle bone
inscriptions—their brevity, formulaic structure, and specific ritual context—suggests
they were not the sole medium for all written communication. Yet, their durability has
preserved for us a foundational layer of Chinese script, demonstrating its early
development within a highly centralized and religiously oriented political system.
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The characters on the oracle bones, though archaic, reveal fundamental principles
that would continue to define Chinese writing. They combine pictographic
representations (like a sun or a moon), ideograms (abstract concepts represented
visually, such as "up" or "down"), and phonosemantic compounds (characters
combining a semantic radical that suggests meaning with a phonetic component that
hints at pronunciation). This complex interplay of form, meaning, and sound was
already in evidence, laying the groundwork for a system capable of expressing a wide
range of ideas, even if its primary use at this stage was highly specialized. The
sophistication of these early characters indicates a long period of prior development,
much of which remains hidden from archaeological view.

Transitioning from the sharp, often angular incisions of the oracle bones, the bronze
inscriptions of the Western Zhou dynasty (c. 1046-771 BCE) offer a different, yet
equally revealing, perspective on early Chinese script. Following the Zhou conquest of
the Shang, the practice of inscribing texts shifted from bones to ritual bronze vessels,
often massive and elaborately decorated. These inscriptions, known as jinwen ([[),
were typically cast into the bronze rather than incised, resulting in a more rounded,
often thicker, stroke quality compared to the earlier oracle bone script. This change in
medium and technique also brought about a subtle evolution in the aesthetic of the
characters.

The content of bronze inscriptions also diverges significantly from their oracle bone
predecessors. While some early Zhou bronzes still bear short dedications, the texts
rapidly grew in length and complexity. They frequently commemorate important
events: awards bestowed by the king, military victories, treaties, land grants, and
ancestral sacrifices. Unlike the divinatory questions of the Shang, Zhou bronze
inscriptions served a more overt historical and commemorative function. They were
public declarations, meant to be seen and remembered, often placed in ancestral
temples to honor the patron and ensure their legacy.

These lengthy inscriptions provide invaluable historical data, often corroborating or
adding to accounts found in later textual traditions. They record specific dates, names
of individuals, and details of political and social events, offering a contemporary voice
to the early Zhou period. For instance, the famous Mao Gong Ding, a large bronze
tripod, bears an inscription of nearly 500 characters detailing a royal charge to an
official named Yin, outlining his duties and the king's expectations. Such texts offer a
direct glimpse into the administrative and social structures of the time, including titles,
territories, and hierarchical relationships.

The shift in medium from bone to bronze also reflects a change in the nature of
political authority and ritual practice. The Shang’s focus on direct communication with
ancestral spirits through divination gave way to the Zhou's emphasis on the "Mandate
of Heaven" (Tianming), a more secularized justification for rule that nevertheless
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relied on ancestral veneration. Bronze vessels, often passed down through
generations, became powerful symbols of lineage, status, and the right to rule. The
inscriptions on them reinforced these claims, articulating a narrative of legitimacy and
continuity.

The calligraphy of bronze inscriptions, though varying in style across different vessels
and workshops, generally displays a more mature and regularized script than the
oracle bones. Characters are often more balanced and orderly, showing a move
towards greater standardization, even if full uniformity was still centuries away. The
act of casting an inscription was itself a complex technical process, suggesting that
scribes worked closely with bronze casters, indicating a sophisticated division of labor
and a high value placed on these written records. The durability of bronze meant
these messages were intended for posterity, a conscious effort to communicate with
future generations.

The presence of scribal departments within the Zhou court is inferred from the
consistency and skill evident in these inscriptions. These scribes were not just
copyists; they were likely educated elites, well-versed in the rituals, history, and
administrative protocols of the time. Their role in composing and overseeing the
casting of these important texts would have given them considerable cultural and
political influence, further solidifying the link between literacy and power. The ability
to read and understand these complex texts would have been a marker of elite status,
contributing to the formation of a distinct literate class.

In summary, the oracle bones and bronze inscriptions represent the foundational
layers of the Chinese writing system, each reflecting the distinct cultural and political
characteristics of their respective eras. The oracle bones, with their divinatory purpose
and direct connection to Shang royal authority, demonstrate the earliest systematic
use of script for ritual communication and governance. The bronze inscriptions of the
Zhou, in turn, showcase a developing script used for commemorative, historical, and
legitimizing purposes, signaling a growing emphasis on lineage, political mandates,
and the enduring power of written records. Together, they illustrate a continuous
evolution, where script moved from a tool for immediate spiritual inquiry to a more
formal medium for establishing and reinforcing earthly authority, laying the essential
groundwork for the grand narrative of script, standardization, and literacy in the
Chinese empire.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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