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The Traditional Character Script of the Zhuang People of Guangxi:
A New Approach to Sinology and Southeast Asian Studies

David Holm
Professor, Asia Institute, University of Melbourne, Australia

The Chinese writing system reigned supreme throughout East Asia until the
European incursions of the last two centuries. For non-Han peoples within the
Chinese empire, particularly in the south, the Chinese script was for many centuries
almost the only writing system available, and was widely regarded as one of the
sources of Chinese power and prestige.

The Zhuang and other Tai-speaking peoples of south and southwest China have
been in close contact with the Chinese state since the invasion of Chinese armies
under Qin Shihuang in 219 BCE, a history of over two millenia. The Old Zhuang
Script is a key instance of long-standing cultural symbiosis. Many literate people in
Zhuang-speaking parts of Guangxi continue to use a modified version of the Chinese
character script for writing in the Zhuang language. This character script, called gu
Zhuang zi &5 (‘old Zhuang characters’) in Chinese and sawndip (‘uncooked
script’) in Zhuang, is rather like the vernacular scripts used for writing southern
dialects of Chinese, such as Cantonese, Hakka and Hokkien.

This seminar will provide an overview of the main characteristics of the Old
Zhuang Script, and present findings of recent research conducted by the author and
his research team. The relevance of Zhuang documents for the study of other
sinoxenic scripts such as Vietnamese Chir N6m and the study of Chinese historical
linguistics will be briefly canvassed. Finally, the social and cultural aspects of literacy
in Zhuang society will be explored.



