Controversy over Current Issues

The Simplified Chinese Character: a Century-long
History Re-examined

Gao Yu

Abstract: Chinese people had misapprehended the Chinese Character and the spoken language from the late
Qing Dynasty to the 1980s. In late Qing, people ascribed intricacy and the “non-alphabetic” nature of the Chinese
Character as the causes of China's backwardness in science, education and culture, as well as the root of the inferior
quality of the people. To the contrary, Western languages were considered easier to learn and master, and it is more

convenient to use them.

In the 1950s, China kept on conducting study on Chinese Latinization and promoted a new Pinyin System of the
Chinese language. It was believed that the Chinese language should stride towards the common family of world
languages. In the 1980s, the IT industry boom once again aroused the doubt on the Chinese Character for its difficulties
in typing. The Simplified Chinese Character (SCC) emerged, developed and became stabilized all through the years
under the aforesaid circumstances.

Now that the Standard Character was abolished in China, formerly existent forms of the Chinese Character---the folk
form, the script form, the cursive-normal form, the raw-coinage form, etc. --- are accepted as standard forms in the
SCC scheme. And problems arose. Many of the newly accepted simplified characters do not adhere to the tradition-
honored Six-Principles (in forming characters), including the very important form-denoting-meaning principle; and
as a result these new characters are difficult to discern, to learn and to memorize. Although it saves time in writing the
SCC since the average number of its strokes is reduced, using this SCC scheme has to pay a high price.

There are different communities in the world, among which language community is a much deep-rooted and stable
one. As language has its conventionality, any reform of language should first of all obtain the consent of other
members of the community; the reform, after reaching consensus, should be put into practice simultaneously among
the members. Although mainland China is the major entity of the world-wide Chinese-language community, at
present, the SCC scheme is not adopted by its other members. This being the case, in time the Chinese-language
community might fall apart and this is harmful to the concept of the Greater China.

The primal problem of the Chinese Character in its two or three thousand years of developmentis not the large quantity
of strokes in a huge number of characters, but is the existence of variant forms of a single character (sometimes the
difference among the various forms is tremendous). If during the 1950s a list of standardized Chinese characters had
been chosen from the most popularly used ones, and a ranking of characters according to the frequency of usage had
been made, and these had been put into practice by administrative power, we believe this action would be better for
the whole nation than the enforcement of the SCC scheme.

Keywords: the Chinese Character; traditional Chinese characters; the Simplified Chinese Character; Chinese
Character reform
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