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A Study on the Conception of Wenyan and Baihua

Zhang Weizhong (Jiangsu Normal University )

Abstract  Wenyan (Classical Chinese) and Baihua (vernacular Chinese) are two key terms that
emerged in the reform of Chinese written language since modern times. The two terms, as stylistic concepts,
did not have ancient origins, but are conceived by modern intellectuals based on an oral-language-centered
perspective. In the history of modern and contemporary language evolution in China, one of the biggest mis-
understandings is that the differences between the two are fundamental, as if they were totally different. A
common assertion is that, Wenyan employs vocabulary and grammar from Chinese before Qin dynasty, while
Baihua words and grammar in spoken language from after. In reality, the thousands of years of recorded histo-
ry has not seen drastic changes in the Chinese language. It is not that there once existed two distinctive lan-
guage styles of Wenyan and Baihua in the history of Chinese language, but that the two concepts were invent-
ed to distinguish the closeness of then written language to spoken language by intellectuals during the tumul-
tuous period of the late Qing dynasty and the early Republic of China.

Key words language change; oral-language-centeredness; Wenyan; Baihua
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