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Phoneticized Characters in Late Qing

China and Their Design Principles: A

Case Study of Wang Zhao and Lao Nal
Xuan’s Simplified Character Proposals

Wang, Song-Mu
Professor, Department of Chinese,
National Kaohsiung Normal University

Abstract

In the final decades of the Qing dynasty (1891-1911), a wave of phonetic script reform
emerged as part of broader efforts toward linguistic modernization. Reform-minded
intellectuals proposed simplified, phoneticized scripts collectively known as qieyinzi (cut-
sound characters), to bridge the widening gap between spoken and written Chinese and to
promote literacy. These efforts involved not just graphic simplification, but also phonemic
analysis, phonological regularization, and reflections on cultural and national identity.
Among over twenty such schemes, Wang Zhao’s Mandarin Combined Sounds Alphabet
and Lao Nai Xuan’s Combined Sounds Simplified Characters Chart were especially
influential. This paper examines their proposals through the lens of modern phonological
theory, focusing on the interplay between script form and phonological structure. By
analyzing their design principles, this study repositions the qieyinzi movement as a critical-

if transitional-moment in the history of Chinese script reform.

Keywords: Qieyinzi (Phonetic Script Reform), Design Principles, Phoneticized
Writing Systems, Lao Nai Xuan, Wang Zhao
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