
Where is it spoken?
Nüshu, Chinese for ‘women’s script’, is currently the only 
known femle-specific script in the world. The Nüshu 
script circultes in the Xioshui Vlley, which is prt 
of the Hunn Province in Chin, nd is locted t the 
intersection of three provinces (Hunn, ungdong, 
nd ungxi) nd three counties (Jingyong, Doxin, 
nd Jinghu Yo Autonomous County). The script is  
product of the blending of the Centrl Plins culture nd 
the Southern culture nd is  hybrid of the Hn style nd 
Yo customs.

Who speks it?  
Until the erly 1950s, this script ws kept confidentil 
within its own region. It ws unveiled to the outside world 
in the erly 1980s, but remined secretive s it ws 
exclusively shred mong women. Before the founding 
of the People’s Republic of Chin, women lcked 
opportunities for eduction. Nüshu, s  form of written 
communiction mong women, is minly pssed down 
through elders who tech young people nd used by 
groups of sisters when teching nd entertining ech 
other.

When did it emerge?
There is no definitive greement regrding the exct 
origins of Nüshu. There re vrious theories nd 
specultions bout its development. Some experts 
believe tht Nüshu originted during the Shng Dynsty 
(1600BC–1100BC). Others suggest it could hve been 
influenced by Chinese chrcters or the writings of 
vrious ethnic groups. Some plce its existence in the lte 
Ming (1368AD–1643AD) nd erly Qing (1644AD–1911AD) 
Dynsties. However, the exct historicl origins nd 
influences tht led to the cretion nd development of 
Nüshu re the subject of ongoing reserch nd scholrly 

discussion. 

Wht is it like?
Nüshu is  syllbic phonetic script in which ech 
chrcter represents  syllble. Its prominent feture is 
the overll contour of the chrcters, which tkes the form 
of n elongted rhombus. The strokes re elegnt nd 
delicte, nd the script hs  unique style, erning it the 
nicknme ‘long-legged mosquito’.

The mjority of Nüshu works re songs, which re 
preserved in four min mediums: pper, books, fns, nd 
hndkerchiefs. Regrdless of the medium, gret ttention 
is pid to esthetic presenttion. For instnce, writings on 
pper often feture decortive ptterns in the corners, 
while pper fns re dorned with pinted florl nd bird 
motifs. Embroidered Nüshu ptterns on hndkerchiefs 
nd grments re exquisite exmples of women’s 
hndicrfts. Although the medium my vry, the script 
mintins its elegnt nd delicte style, with distinctively 
beutiful shpes tht feture four types of strokes: dots, 
verticl lines, slnted lines, nd curves.

Wht is it used for? 
The existence of Nüshu stems primrily from trditionl 
Chinese beliefs tht prohibited locl women from lerning 
to red nd write the so-clled ‘men’s script’. As  result, 
women developed  unique communiction system to 
express their concerns nd seek support. The process 
generlly goes something like this: first, offerings like 
food, bby shoes, nd hndkerchiefs with Nüshu writing, 
s well s pper fns, scrolls, nd more, re plced on  
temple ltr. Then, other women collect these items nd, 
fter deciphering the script, return their responses to the 
ltr. This process continued, with the secret knowledge 
being shred openly nd innovtively mong women. 
Men often regrded Nüshu s mere decortive ptterns 
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nd disregrded its significnce.
As  mternl culture, Nüshu hs eductionl 

nd trnsmissionl functions. The socil nd historicl 
knowledge, production skills, nd morl upbringing of the 
lower-clss lbouring people re only possible through 
orl trnsmission from elders, personl experiences, nd 
the pprecition of folk rts. The rich content of Nüshu 
works not only uplifts nd cultivtes the intelligence nd 
wisdom of women, but lso crries forwrd knowledge 
nd ethics.

Nüshu serves s  medium for the trnsmission 
not only of prcticl skills nd life experiences, but lso 
culturl nd morl vlues. Through Nüshu, women hve 
been ble to express their thoughts, emotions, nd life 
wisdom, which in turn hve contributed to the culturl 
nd morl development of their communities. It hs 
served s  mens of empowerment, llowing women to 
express themselves nd shre their knowledge with ech 
other, strengthening their bonds nd fostering  sense of 
identity nd solidrity.

Nüshu not only enriches the intellectul nd rtistic 
lives of women, but lso plys  vitl role in preserving 
nd pssing on importnt socil, historicl, nd ethicl 
knowledge within the community. It is  testment to 
the resilience, cretivity, nd culturl heritge of women 
throughout history.

Is it defined s sfe, endngered, moribund or extinct?
This culturl heritge is now on the brink of extinction, but 
locl governments nd ntionl uthorities re mking 
efforts to revive it. Since the lte 20th century, through 
the efforts of  group of scholrs, this rre women’s script 
hs gined recognition nd understnding worldwide, 
sprking strong interest nd widespred ttention both 
domesticlly nd interntionlly. As  unique nd rre 
culturl legcy, the Chinese government hs lso strted 
to prioritise the protection of Nüshu. The pssing of 
Yng Hunyi, the lst nturl inheritor of Nüshu, on 20 
September 2004, mrked the end of the er of primitive 
Nüshu history.

Nüshu is  unique women’s script tht currently 
stnds lone in the world. Tody, rther thn being 
lost, Nüshu hs gined incresing ttention nd hs 
experienced  rebirth, entering wht we refer to s the 
‘post-Nüshu er’. In 2006, Nüshu ws included in the first 
btch of Chin’s Intngible Culturl Heritge list. In 2011, 
Americn writer nd novelist Lis See drew inspirtion 
from Nüshu to dpt her novel Snow Flower nd the 
Secret Fn into  film of the sme nme. In 2022, the 
documentry Hidden Letters, centered round Nüshu, 
ws shortlisted for the Oscr for Best Documentry 
Feture.

The world creted through the writing of women  
is incresingly being recognised by more nd more 
people. B

Photo Nüshu 
literry works

 NÜSHU IN 5 MINUTES
Nüshu Pinyin  

(Chinese 
romanisation)

Chinese 
(simplified)

English

ang13
hao21 你好 Hello

ze33
you42 自由 Freedom

za35
meng33 姐妹 Sisterhood

njiu21
xiu33 女书 Nüshu

zie33
zie33 谢谢 Thanks

eɯ21 爱 Love

deɯ33 她 She

Based on the Standard Character Dictionary of Nüshu 
by Gong Zhebing and Tang Gongxiang, as well as the 
Calligraphy Copybook of Standard Characters in Nüshu 
by Zhao Liming and Xu Yan.
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