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Abstract. As the foundation of Chinese culture and the crystallization of the wisdom of the Chinese
nation, Chinese characters have evolved over thousands of years while consistently maintaining
national unity and cultural cohesion. This article explores the historical journey of Chinese characters,
from the Qin Dynasty’s policy of “standardization of the writing system” to the contemporary script
reform and the modern “unification of pronunciation” initiative, highlighting their role in fostering
national integration and linguistic unity. In the face of globalization and digitalization, contemporary
reforms of Chinese characters balance the demands of traditional culture with the needs of
modernization, while digital transformation offers new opportunities for the innovative development
and international dissemination of Chinese characters. The evolution of Chinese characters is not
only a linguistic history but also a cultural and identity narrative. Future research should focus on
innovating digital-supported dissemination methods, formulating multilingual policies that maintain
balance, and developing cross-cultural communication strategies for Chinese characters in a
globalized world, thereby deepening the understanding and appreciation of Chinese culture and
enhancing its global influence.
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1. Introduction

As the fundamental carrier of Chinese culture, Chinese characters have played an irreplaceable
role throughout five millennia of civilization (see Fig. 1). Their unique ideographic system embodies
the nation’s cognitive patterns and cultural essence, serving as a vital bond for national unity and
cultural identity. The policy of “standardization of the writing system”, implemented nationwide
under Emperor Qin Shi Huang, not only consolidated political unification but also enhanced ethnic
integration, offering a vivid testament to how “linguistic unity fosters national cohesion and social
stability”. In today’s context of deepening global cultural integration and proliferating digital
technologies, what challenges and opportunities lie ahead for the evolution and dissemination of
Chinese characters? Upholding the imperative to preserve China’s cultural heritage, we must adapt
traditional characters to meet contemporary societal demands while leveraging technological
advancements to unlock new applications and enhance global outreach. Such efforts will further
demonstrate the dynamic vitality of Chinese characters and their pivotal role in facilitating cross-
cultural communication and exchange.

This study employs a chronological approach to systematically examine the correlation between
the evolution of Chinese characters and cultural identity. Through tracing the historical development
of standardization of the writing system from ancient times to the present, we investigate how Chinese
characters have continuously adapted to societal demands, responded to epochal transformations, and
reinforced China’s cultural cohesion. This research holds significant implications for deepening our
understanding of the dynamic relationship between Chinese characters and cultural identity, while
providing crucial insights for guiding the future development of Chinese characters in the digital era.

89



Journal of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences HMEET 2025
Volume 57 (2025)

The evolution of Chinese characters
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Figure 1. The evolution of Chinese characters

2. From “standardization of the writing system” to “unification of
pronunciation”: The historical process of Chinese character standardization

2.1. The Qin-Han “standardization of the writing system” policy and the formation of a
unified empire

After unifying the six states, Emperor Qin Shi Huang recognized that unifying the written language
would be beneficial for national unity and social stability, so he implemented the measure of “unifying
the writing system”, standardizing the form of writing across the nation with the Qin Dynasty’s
“xiaozhuan” (small seal script) as the criterion. This not only removed the barrier of language
incompatibility in regional communication and culture, promoted information exchange, and
improved the efficiency of government operations, but also served as a key measure for the ruler to
consolidate national governance, enabling the establishment of Qin Shi Huang’s centralized system
with unified authority. To further advance this initiative, during the Han Dynasty, a passion for
reading was vigorously advocated, which not only enhanced the cultural literacy of the people but
also fundamentally promoted the assimilation and integration of various ethnic groups, consolidating
the process of the Chinese nation’s integration. It is evident that “unifying the writing system” during
the Qin and Han dynasties was not only a pivotal event in the evolution of Chinese lexical meanings
but also an important factor in China’s process of unification, exerting a profound influence that has
endured to this day.

2.2. Chinese characters and the pluralistic yet integrated Chinese culture

Chinese characters serve as a vital cultural vehicle for the Chinese nation. The evolutionary history
of Chinese characters essentially documents the transformation of profound cultural identity. The
standardization of characters began with the Qin Dynasty’s “standardization of the writing system”
policy using small seal script. Through successive dynasties’ continuous refinement and today’s bold
innovations, Chinese characters have played an indelible role in maintaining national unity and ethnic
cohesion [1]. Transcending geographical boundaries and ethnic differences, the unified writing
system enabled diverse ethnic groups to communicate seamlessly through this shared medium. This
facilitated the formation of China’s unified multi-ethnic framework. In this process, Chinese
characters functioned not merely as tools for cultural integration, but more significantly as an
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enduring driving force behind it. Embedded with the Chinese nation’s historical traditions, value
systems, and aesthetic principles, Chinese characters have provided the cultural resilience that has
sustained Chinese civilization through centuries of challenges.

Therefore, the advancement and reform of Chinese characters transcend linguistic
considerations—they represent fundamental issues of cultural heritage transmission and the
consolidation of the Chinese national community.

2.3. The modern exploration of “unification of pronunciation” movement

China’s journey toward standardizing a common national language trace back to the Zhou Dynasty,
evolving through multiple historical phases over millennia—from the pre-Qin era’s “elegant speech”
(yayan), through Han Dynasty’s “lingua franca” (tongyu), Tang Dynasty’s phonetic system, to Ming-
Qing’s mandarin standardization. This established a comprehensive framework for national linguistic
standardization. The modern transformation of “unification of pronunciation” began with the
National Language Movement in the early 20th century [2]. The introduction of the “Pinyin Scheme”
post-1949 provided a scientific methodology for language popularization, standardization, and
accessible learning, significantly accelerating Mandarin’s nationwide adoption. This enhanced
linguistic unity, strengthened communication cohesion, and fundamentally transformed national
consciousness about shared language, thereby establishing practical foundations for language policies
[3]. Since the 18th National Congress, the National Language Commission has intensified
standardization efforts, achieving remarkable success in Mandarin promotion. Contemporary society
demonstrates widespread adherence to standardized character usage with minimal illiteracy rates,
supported by an increasingly sophisticated language education system. The “General Standard
Chinese Character Table” consolidated achievements in script standardization, while the international
ISO 7098 standard strengthened Pinyin’s global influence, complemented by industry-specific
English translation guidelines. Additional milestones include the 2018 release of standardized sign
language and braille systems ensuring linguistic rights for disabled communities, including an official
sign language version of the national anthem for designated occasions.

Through multi-phase translations of linguistic standards into foreign languages, coupled with the
application of Pinyin and other standardization systems, China has established a comprehensive
linguistic framework that meets diverse societal needs for written communication. This integrated
system significantly enhances the role of “phonetic unification” in cultural preservation and social
integration, while providing essential support for both the global expansion of Chinese culture and
national economic development.
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Figure 2. Comparison of Mandarin popularization rates during the decade since the 18th CPC
National Congress

(Data source: http://www.moe.gov.cn/fbh/live/2022)

91



Journal of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences HMEET 2025
Volume 57 (2025)

3. The deep logic of Chinese character evolution and cultural identity

3.1. Cultural metaphors in the structural evolution of Chinese characters

The transformation of Chinese character forms represents far more than mere stylistic changes—
it embodies complex cultural connotations, silently chronicling China’s civilizational development
like an unspoken historical text. The Qin bamboo slips from Shuihudi, for instance, showcase
transitional calligraphy between seal script (zhuanshu) and clerical script (lishu), serving as crucial
references for understanding this pivotal evolution. These artifacts preserve the classical elegance of
seal script while demonstrating clerical script’s streamlined efficiency, vividly capturing the dynamic
transitional characteristics of Chinese character development. Technically, these changes reflect
advancements in writing implements and materials that enabled faster, more efficient writing.
Culturally, however, they reveal identity-shaping adaptations—transformations driven by shifting
sociopolitical realities and evolving literacy needs across different social strata and regions, ultimately
requiring modified character forms to align with new cultural contexts.

This evolutionary process epitomizes cultural continuity and innovation, demonstrating Chinese
civilization’s remarkable vitality and adaptability. Far beyond mere communication tools, these
character transformations have functioned as fundamental instruments for fostering cultural identity
among Chinese people throughout history.

3.2. The tension between character simplification and cultural heritage

The simplification of Chinese characters since the 20th century represents a significant reform
aimed at facilitating writing, improving educational accessibility, and enhancing societal literacy. The
1964 promulgation of the “Complete List of Simplified Characters” standardized this reform,
officially recognizing 2,234 simplified characters that have profoundly influenced writing,
typesetting, and information dissemination. However, this simplification process encountered
challenges regarding cultural continuity. As invaluable artifacts of ancient civilization, Chinese
characters embody rich historical and cultural significance—each character constitutes a unique
symbol representing ancestral wisdom and emotions. While simplifying character forms improved
practicality, it inevitably diminished certain historical and cultural nuances embedded in original
characters. Therefore, while advocating the practical advantages of character simplification, we must
strive to preserve their historical significance and humanistic essence—a critical challenge
demanding balanced resolution.

This demands a balanced approach to Chinese character reform—innovating through tradition
while preserving through innovation.

3.3. Technology-driven modern script reforms

The evolution of Chinese typography is a complex, multifaceted process shaped by both cultural
influences and technological advancements. The widespread adoption of Song typeface, for instance,
was enabled by printing technology development—its structural integrity and fluid strokes proved
ideal for mass reproduction, ultimately establishing it as the standard for publications and facilitating
knowledge dissemination [4]. Meanwhile, contemporary calligraphic innovations (see Fig. 3) inject
vitality into modern font design, blending traditional principles with modern aesthetics to create
distinctive new styles that enhance visual appeal.

Figure 3. Innovative brush calligraphy fonts
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4. Contemporary challenges of Chinese characters and cultural identity

4.1. The dilemma of Chinese character dissemination in globalization

In today’s sweeping wave of globalization, Chinese character dissemination faces unprecedented
opportunities alongside formidable challenges. As quintessential symbols of Chinese civilization,
these characters carry millennia of historical accumulation and national wisdom. While China’s
growing prominence has elevated their international prestige, sparking growing interest in their
cultural significance, profound differences in cultural and linguistic backgrounds create varying
levels of comprehension and acceptance across regions. Vietnam’s historical trajectory exemplifies
this complexity—once profoundly influenced by Chinese characters during its Sinicization period, it
later abandoned the character system for Latin script, establishing a unique developmental path. This
transition significantly diminished Vietnamese familiarity with Chinese characters, creating
substantial barriers to their reintroduction.

Similarly, many Western cultures’ limited exposure to Chinese cultural contexts renders the
characters mysterious and inaccessible symbols, further hindering international propagation [5].

4.2. Preservation and innovation Chinese characters in the digital era

The digital age presents both opportunities and challenges for the evolution of Chinese characters.
Technological advancements have enabled faster, more efficient global dissemination through
electronic media like the internet and smartphones, expanding accessibility worldwide and elevating
the characters’ international status. Numerous learning applications and online courses now offer
abundant, user-friendly resources. However, this digital proliferation has also spawned issues:
prevalent misspellings, excessive use of non-standard fonts, and the potential distortion of proper
character usage—phenomena that may ultimately impact cultural transmission. While embracing
digital convenience, we must prioritize character preservation through standardized usage guidelines,
ensuring healthy development within modern technological contexts while revitalizing Chinese
characters with new vitality for the contemporary era.

4.3. The balance of language policy in multi-ethnic countries

As a multi-ethnic nation comprising 56 distinct ethnic groups with diverse cultural traditions,
China must implement meticulously considered language policies to achieve balanced harmony.
Historically, the linguistic convergence between the Tuoba Xianbei and Han Chinese during the
Northern Dynasties period fostered ethnic integration and cultural identification [6]. The Xianbei
actively adopted Han writing systems while absorbing its cultural excellence, while Han culture
simultaneously enriched itself through Xianbei interactions. This linguistic exchange established
crucial foundations for national unity. Contemporary China vigorously promotes Mandarin while
actively preserving ethnic languages through supportive policies for minority language education,
publishing, and media. These measures encourage ethnic groups to master Mandarin for interethnic
communication while maintaining their linguistic heritage. This balanced approach safeguards
national unity and ethnic solidarity while protecting linguistic diversity, allowing Chinese civilization
to flourish in its multicultural brilliance.

5. Conclusion

The inheritance and development of Chinese characters, as the core essence of Chinese culture,
reflect both linguistic evolutionary trends and profound cultural-identity transformations. From the
Qin Dynasty’s foundational script unification to contemporary typographic reforms, Chinese
characters have consistently served as vital bonds for national cohesion. Existing research
demonstrates that addressing digital-era challenges requires leveraging technology for adaptive
innovation while balancing multilingual policies to preserve cultural diversity. Three critical research
directions emerge: First, exploring digital channels for character dissemination; second, developing
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inclusive language policies that promote Mandarin while safeguarding minority language rights; third,
enhancing Chinese characters’ global influence in the international arena.

Implementation should adhere to dual principles: harmonizing technological modernization with
cultural preservation to maintain simplified characters’ traditional essence, and formulating language
policies that strengthen national identity while showcasing ethnic distinctiveness—thereby enhancing
global understanding of Chinese civilization and improving international communication efficacy.
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