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New Assessment of the Qin "Unification of Script"
Chen Chao-jung

Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

The "unification of script" is one of the important indicators used in historical evaluations
of the First Emperor of the Qin, though this is a highly contested issue. Some praise the
First Emperor's contribution to the unification of the Chinese writing system, while others
consider Qin reforms to have been an improper policy and a complete failure. Scholarly
assessments tend to manifest one of these two extreme views.

This article first examines the relevant data and primary documents and then provides a
retrospective assessment of modern scholarly research on this topic. The article focuses on
the hundred years prior to the Qin consolidation of the empire (late Warring States period)
as well as the hundred years after political unification (the early Western Han Dynasty),
taking the concrete written texts from this period as my foundation and comparing them
back and forth with each other.I have discovered that in the script of eastern China from the
Warring States period, a large quantity of regional graphs different from their counterparts
in Qin script disappeared during the early years of the Western Han Dynasty.

The number of these regional graphs still in existence in the early Han is extremely small,
and the frequency of appearance is also limited. This suggests that the written form of the
unified Qin script obtained extremely good results. A large body of evidence shows that Qin
and early Han graph interchangeability was constrained by phonetics (i.e., the closeness of
graph sounds) and not as a consequence of adhering to Qin principles for interchangeability
in customary usage. Thus, the effectiveness of Qin's unified loan characters was probably
rather limited.

The First Emperor’s script unification was based primarily on the elimination in Warring
States eastern China script of those regionally-specific graphs whose structure was different

from the written forms in Qin script. The standard Qin official script was primarily the seal
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script, but the form that was actually more widely employed was the clerical script. The Qin
unification of script did not limit written language to either the seal script or the clerical
script. Rather, the actual meaning of this unification should be found in the "elimination of
that which did not conform." Furthermore, the work of the Qin unification project was
carried out in conjunction with the gradual expansion of the military and political influence
of the Qin. It did not begin with the consolidation of the empire by the Qin King in the 26th

year of his reign.
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