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Standardizing Chu Scripts: Insights from the Tsinghua
Manuscripts on Pre-Qin Writing Unification

XIAO Yunxiao

Center for East Asian Studies, Stanford University

“Shu tong wenzi” & [F X, or the “standardization of graphs and
characters,” has long been deemed one of the most far-reaching cultural
legacies of the short-lived Qin dynasty (221-207 BCE): the creation and
implementation of the reform of the script system resonated with the new
empire’s political and ideological agenda, and its influence was ubiquitous. In
contrast, in the Warring States (453-221 BCE) period, the vast graphic fluidity
and orthographic changeability is an intrinsic and pervasive feature in all kinds
of pre-Qin writings.

However, after examining eleven Tsinghua manuscripts written by the
same hand, this study proposes that although it is not exhaustive, the pre-
imperial manuscripts’ orthographic consistency shows that scribal or scholarly
actions were indispensably taken to regulate the previous orthographic
irregularities, unify the varied graphic forms, and present the characters in
a surprisingly consistent manner. This observation encourages us to reflect
on the nature of the scribal culture in the Warring States: as the growing
community of texts kept proliferating and subsequently generated more textual
variants, tremendous efforts were also made to ensure that the texts were
stable and standardized, at least on some very basic local or even personal
level. Pragmatically, as a more standardized script system creates immediacy
and transparency in communication in the written form, it greatly boosted
convenience and efficacy in both the administrative system and epistemological
praxis. Finally, the pre-imperial endeavors of script standardization bespeaks
that the culmination of the Qin empire’s “shu tong wenzi” policy was not
something entirely novel and unprecedented —it emerged from a vibrant pre-
imperial scribal culture, and was accomplished through a variety of scribal,
scholarly, and editorial techniques and technologies.

Keywords: Chu script, pre-imperial scribal culture, standardization, Tsinghua
Manuscripts, epistemological practices



