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The Trek to Find the Optimal State of Writing:
Yuen Ren Chao’s View of Chinese Writing and Its Practice

Abstract The core of Yuen Ren Chao’s view of Chinese writing is to make it more modern.
His lifelong practice in written language shows that he engaged in both microscopic refinement and
macroscopic design. He was an idealist who never gave in, yet was always realistic. Recognizing the
function of Chinese characters, he strongly advocated for their unification; he rejected the radical slogan
of “abolishing Chinese characters” and instead insisted that we should learn to recognize Chinese
characters. At the same time, he was fully aware of the limitations of Chinese characters and insisted
that the Chinese writing system must be reformed to compensate for their deficiencies. The National
Romanization was his first reform proposal. In his middle age, he gained a clearer understanding of the
interrelationships among Chinese characters, the Chinese language, society, and culture, and developed
a renewed appreciation of the form of Chinese characters from a higher dimension. In his later years,
he embarked on a new trek toward “Tong Zi (General Chinese).” He extracted essential features
from the four major dialects and added more than 800 covert syllables to the writing system, thereby
reforming the traditional principle of “one character, one form” and establishing a new framework of
“one character, one sound.” Integrating the modern principle of reducing and limiting the number of
characters, he forged two written forms—one in Chinese characters and one in alphabetic script—and
devised a total of 2,085 characters for General Chinese. The dual written forms of General Chinese
have opened up a new path for us, put forward many new topics, and left more room for imagination
regarding the future of Chinese writing.

Keywords Yuen Ren Chao’s view of writing; Chinese characters and Chinese character reform;

National Romanization; Tong Zi (General Chinese); modernity of characters
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