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« Lingua Franca along the silk road: Correlation between Chinese written
sources, language contact and the Chinese dialects spoken in Gansu »

«CPEEFRIHEE, ETBEBAREGFTESTSHAE»

This workshop is organised in the context of the research project « Language contact and heterogeneity in the Hybrid
Chinese dialects in North-West China (LACONC) », which has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe
Programme under the Marie Sktodowska-Curie Action - 2023 - PF - 01, project n°® 101147056-CUP H73C24000250006.

Dates: 30-31 January 2025
Venue: Ca Foscari University, Sala A at Palazzo Vendramin dei Carmini
Online: zoom link on request, please send an email to julie.lefort@unive.it to register by Jan 28" 19.00.

Programme
DAY ONE 30/01/2025
9.30-10.00 Welcome address by Dr. Julie Lefort & Prof. Giorgio Francesco Arcodia
10.00-10.45 | James Frankel, The Chinese University of Hong Kong (online)
« “Islamically Speaking” in China: Historical Dynamics in the Evolution of Huihui
hua (B ©3E) »
10.45-11.15 Break
11.15-12.30 | Michael Kniippel, Liaocheng University (¥73& X 5?).
« Sino-Arabic, Arabic and Chinese inscriptions and inscribed boards in Chinese
mosques — comments on the current state of research »
12.30-14.00 Lunch
14.00-14.45 | Alessandro Leopardi, Sapienza Universita di Roma
« From Xiaojing to Cyrillic: Clarifying the Origins of the Dungan Literary
Language »
14.45-15.30 | Ding Taoyuan, Gansu Normal University for National Minorities, Hezuo.
« On the linguistic features of the ‘The path to returning to the truth’ (guizhén
yaodao) and the characteristics of the older forms of the jingtangyu » (A )3 A &
HY) PHRHKRIEZTARARTLZIENMMA) (in Chinese)
15.30-16.00 Break
16.00-16.45 | Julie P.M. Lefort, Ca’Foscari University, MSC fellow.
« Dongxiang xiao ‘erjing and the Persian-Arabic vocabulary in Dongxiang and
Tangwang »
16.45-17.00 Closing remarks for day 1
DAY TWO 31/01/2025
10.00-10.45 | Min Chunfang, department of Chinese literature, Lanzhou University, Lanzhou.
« On some grammatical characteristics of the liturgical language (Jingtangyu) of the
Chinese Hui » (= 7% 2 ¥ i& 4 7 i % XA 1) (in Chinese)
10.45-11.30 | Redouane Djamouri, Centre de recherches linguistiques sur 1’ Asie orientale
(CRLAO-CNRS), Paris.
« Complex sentences in the Tangwang Language: A Contact Induced Phenomenon? »
11.30-12.15 | Zhang Wanying, PhD student, Lanzhou University, Lanzhou.
« A comparative study of the of auxiliary verbs in the difference-comparison
sentence in the Guanhua dialects and the Gansu-Qinghai dialects » (X% 7 & £t
5) ¥ &9 Bh 318 Bl A B 5 F 7 5 69 LB AT R) (in Chinese)
12.15-12.30 CLOSING REMARKS FOR DAY 2
12.30-14.00 LUNCH
14.00-17.00 DISCUSSION AMONG THE PARTICIPANTS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
PERSPECTIVES (not open to public)
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James Frankel
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

« “Islamically Speaking” in China:
Historical Dynamics in the Evolution of Huihui hua (& & 3%) »

Muslims merchants first arrived in China during the Tang dynasty (618-906). These
sojourners interacted with Chinese society and culture at a distance before some of them
settled on a permanent basis. This transplanted diaspora gradually acculturated — a process
described as Sinicization. Yet, such Muslims maintained contact with the central Islamic
lands and the influx of Muslims to China reached its apex during the Mongol Yuan dynasty
(1279-1368). Thus, even with a strong cultural imperative to assimilate into the host
civilization, Chinese Muslims received a steady flow of influence and inspiration from the
West until the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), when the regime’s more isolationist foreign
policies limited contact abroad. The Sinicization of China’s Muslim accelerated, especially in
the areas of material culture and language adaptation, such that the majority of became almost
exclusively Sinophone. However, the Chinese spoken by Sino-Muslims continued to show
traces of Islamic heritage in the form of borrowings from Arabic and Persian, even when
these Islamic languages lapsed from quotidian usage. The blending of local dialects of
Chinese, other minority languages, and Arabic and Persian vocabulary has produced multiple
regional variants of Sino-Muslim speech, or Huihui hua. Starting in the late Ming period, a
few Chinese Muslims ventured westward in search of sources to revive Islamic knowledge.
As this trend continued, new waves of educational reform and linguistic adaptation would
shape the Islamic religious and cultural landscape in China. In modern times, as international
travel became more common, Muslims journeying from China to the Islamic world and back,
have returned with new ideas of identity and religiosity that challenge existing paradigms in
their own communities as well as create tensions with mainstream Han Chinese society. This
has elicited distinct policy initiatives by the Chinese Party-State in recent years, as
acculturative forces of Islamization and Sinicization continue to shift back and forth, reflected
in linguistic trends among China’s Muslims.

References

Ben-Dor Benite, Zvi. The Dao of Muhammad: A Cultural History of Muslims in Late Imperial
China. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Asia Center, 2005.

Chaffee, Jon W. The Muslim Merchants of Premodern China: The History of a Maritime

Asian
Trade Diaspora, 750-1400. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018.

Dillon, Michael. China’s Muslim Hui Community.: Migration, Settlement and Sects. London:
Curzon, 1999.

Gillette, Maris. Between Mecca and Beijing. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000.

Leslie, Donald Daniel, and Mohamed Wassel. “Arabic and Persian Sources used by Liu
Chih.” Central Asiatic Journal 26.1-2 (1982): pp. 78—104.

Lipman, Jonathan Neaman. Familiar Strangers: A History of Muslims in Northwest China.
Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1997.

Wang, Jianping. A Glossary of Chinese Islamic Terms. London: Curzon, 2002.
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Michael Kniippel
Liaocheng University

« Sino-Arabic, Arabic and Chinese inscriptions and inscribed boards in Chinese
mosques — comments on the current state of research »

There is no shortage of works on inscriptions and inscribed boards — whether in Chinese script
or in the so-called ‘Sini style’ (< Arabic iw= sini ‘Chinese’)! — in mosques in the ‘Middle
Kingdom’ or in their surroundings (e.g. on mosque grounds or in the catchment areas of such
mosques, less frequently also on small burial grounds with tombs of dignitaries). However,
these works usually deal with individual aspects, such as certain mosques in a specific region,
if not individual objects or the ‘SinT style’ as such. Systematic studies, on the other hand, are
rare. In the lecture, some considerations of a more general nature will be shared on this
problem.

The written testimonies can initially be roughly divided into purely religious inscriptions
and more ‘secular’ ones,” like donor inscriptions, eulogies to rulers, gravestones, etc.
Religious written monuments are mostly quotations from the Qur’an, the Hadit, prayers and
religious formulae. These inscriptions can also be categorised according to language and
scripture. First and foremost, of course, are inscriptions in Chinese language and script as well
as those in Arabic and, more rarely, Persian language in Arabic script (mostly in the
aforementioned Sini style). In addition, Mongolian and Man3u texts as well as Uyghur
writings in Arabic script are also found in Chinese mosques® — mostly as evidence of the
Yuan and Qing periods.

Apart from these categorisation criteria, however, a simple chronological classification is
also possible — for example different styles of writing used in different periods.

Beyond such general observations or an overview, a few remarks on the tasks that have not
(yet) or insufficiently been accomplished are of much more interest. On the one hand, written
monuments of various types in different languages and scripts from different eras can be
found in practically all Hui Muslim mosques or mosques visited by Hui Muslims in the
‘Middle Kingdom’; on the other hand, only the fewest, i.e. the supposedly ‘most interesting’
ones in the more well-known mosques have so far been examined in more detail.

To illustrate this, here are just a few instructive examples. Firstly, two Chinese inscriptions
from the ‘West Mosque’ (& & % <F [gingzhén xisi]) or ‘Great Mosque’ ( K #L #F < [da
libaisi]) in Lidochéng, which are merely representative of memorial and donor steles in
Chinese mosques, then some remarks on the so-called ‘Moon Stele’ from the ‘Great Mosque’
in Xi’an (&% 7F A F [Xi'an gingzhénsi]), which is quite well known and whose Arabic text
has also been published,* as well as a series of inscribed boards from mosques in Linging.

"'On this see Frangoise Aubin: L’art de I’écriture chez les musulmans de Chine. In: Horizons maghrébins, no.
35/36 (1998), pp. 29-43; Hala Ghoname: Sini calligraphy. The preservation of Chinese Muslims’ cultural
heritage. M.A. thesis, University of Hawai’i, Mai 2012; Kniippel, Michael: Sino-arabische Kalligraphie. Schrift
als ,,Alltagskunst™ bei den Hui-Muslimen am Beispiel der diz as. In: Ostasiatische Zeitschrift 40. 2020, pp. 123-
132, and also the presenters work in preparation (Kniippel, Michael: Sino-arabische Schriftzeugnisse der Hui-
Muslime — der ‘Sini style’im Jffentlichen Raum. Norderstedt: Books on Demand [BoD]).

2 On the division see also Dilmi, Djamel: Sino-Arabic script and architectural inscriptions in Xi’an Great
Mosque, China. In: Journal of Islamic Architecture 3 (1). June 2014, pp. 39-48, here p. 47.

3 For example, the four-language inscription of the Huiyizing Mosque in Peking (Onuma Takahiro: 250 years
history of the Turkic-Muslim camp in Beijing. Tokyo 2009 [TIAS Central Eurasian Research Series 2]).

4R B (v F)FF [Haji Jia Xiping]: P B &% F A KF B R BAEIEL % . Translation & explanation on
the inscribed boards and couplets inherited from past Chinese Dynasties inside China. Xi’an Great Mosque.
[Xi’an]: ¥ 4% & A K L4 LBk % £ £ B €. Mosque Heritage Committee, 2016, pp. 35-39 / plate 1-7 (Arabic
text) and pp. 45-49 (Engl. translation).
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Alessandro Leopardi
Sapienza Universita di Roma

« From Xiaojing to Cyrillic: Clarifying the Origins of the Dungan Literary Language »

The Dungan language is a Sinitic language spoken in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan by
about 150,000 descendants of Chinese Muslims. Developed during Soviet times into a vibrant
literary language with a Cyrillic-based orthography, it stands out among all variants of
Chinese for its exclusive use of a Phonographic script unrelated to Chinese characters.
Despite its limited diffusion, Dungan has thus been the subject of many works of linguistics,
such as Dragunov & Dragunova (1937), Hashimoto (1978), Imazov (1993), and Zavyalova
(2013). Soviet sources covering the origins of the modern Dungan script, such as Imazov
(1977) and JanSansin (1937), stress its roots in the efforts of passionate local intellectuals
assisted by accomplished Soviet sinologists to provide the illiterate Dungans with an
instrument to develop a literary language of their own. The reality, however, is more complex
and tells a different story on how Dungan literacy relates, in fact, to the historical use of the
Perso-Arabic script among Chinese Muslims and earlier attempts to create an Islamic literary
language based on northwestern Chinese vernaculars. Based on the minutes of the debates
accompanying the establishment of the Dungan literary language, corroborated with evidence
from the phonology of its Islamic lexicon, this contribution aims to demonstrate the continuity
between the Chinese Muslim Xiaojing and the modern Dungan literary language.

Selected Sources

Dragunov A.A. & E.N. Dragunova. 1937. “Dunganskij jazyk” (The Dungan language). In:
Zapiski Instituta vostokovedenija Akademii Nauk V1. Moskva-Leningrad: 1zd-vo Akademii
Nauk SSSR.

Hashimoto M. 1978. “Current Developments in Zhunyanese (Soviet Dunganese) Studies”,
Journal of Chinese Linguistics 6, 2 (June 1978), 243-267.

Kanno H. 2013. “Saikin no Dungan kenkyi no gaikd: toku ni Soren hokaigd no gogengaku
kenky ni tsuite” (Survey of the most recent Dungan studies: especially on post-Soviet
linguistic researches), Nippon Chiiyo Ajia gakkaiho 9, 57-66.

Imazov, M.Ch. 1977. Orfografija dunganskogo jazyka (Orthography of the Dungan language).
Frunzé: Ilim.

Jansansin, J. 1937. “Proekt orfografii dunganskogo jazika” (Draft orthography of the Dungan
language). In Batmanov, L. A. (otv. red.), Zwn-jan xuadi sjefa (orfografija) wenti: Voprosy
orfografii dunganskogo jazyka, 3-24. Frunze: Kirgizgosizdat.

Zavyalova, O. 2017. “Dungan Language.” In Rint Sybesma et al. (eds.), Encyclopedia of
Chinese Language and Linguistics, vol. 11, 141-148. Leiden—Boston: Brill.
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Ding Taoyuan (T #tiR)
Gansu Normal University for National Minorities, Hezuo

« On the linguistic features of the ‘The path to returning to the truth’ (guizhén yaodao) and the
characteristics of the older forms of the jingtangyu »

The guizhén yaodao ( {3 B %314 ) ), ‘The path to returning to the truth’ or the ‘Mirsad’, is a
Chinese translation of the Persian text ‘Mirsad’ by Wu Zunxi which dates back to the end of the Ming
Dynasty - early of the Qing Dynasty. The original book was written in 1223 by the 13th century
Persian philosopher and poet Abti Bakr Abudullah. It is a classic text on Sufi philosophy and moral
cultivation in Islam, and has been selected as a textbook in Chinese religious education for generations.
The guizhén yaodao was translated in the 17th year of the reign of Emperor Kangxi (1678). The entire
book is a literal translation in the language used in the mosques (jingtangyu), which is colloquial in
style. It features the same grammatical characteristics as the Chinese literature of that period, but also
linguistic specificities that are usually not found in Chinese. We propose to analyse of the grammatical
phenomena found in the guizhén yaodao, which include a set of case markers for demonstratives, the
complex prepositioning of objects, the use of demonstratives as articles, the scarcity of predicate-
complement structures, the erroneous use of the particle de (49), scarcity of the particles zhe (%) and
le (7)), and the postpositioning of the central word in a modifier-head phrase. We posit that, at its
carliest stage, the Jingtangyu was a language used by the Hui ethnic group composed of a Chinese
dialectal substrate that was influenced by Arabic and Persian.

References:

Department of Persian Language and Literature of Beijing Language and Culture University,
1985, Persian Grammar (I), unpublished document.

Li Chongxing et al. 2009, 4 Study of Yuan Dynasty Chinese Grammar, Shanghai Education Press.

Min Chunfang 2015, 4 Study of the Special Grammar of the Hui Jingtang Dialect, Chinese
Language, No. 5.

Wang Li 1980, 4 Draft History of the Chinese Language, Zhonghua Book Company.

Wang Yi, Wang Xiaoyu and Wang Sen, ‘4 new look at the word “zhe” in the Gansu, Ningxia
and Qinghai dialects,” Northwest Dialect and Folk Culture Series.
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Min Chunfang (# &%)
Department of Chinese literature, Lanzhou University — Lanzhou

« On some grammatical characteristics of the liturgical language (Jingtangyu) of the
Chinese Hui »

The Jingtangyu (42 ¥ %) litt. ‘the liturgical language’ is a special form of language used by the
Hui in China. It is the result of contact between Mongolic, Arabic, Persian and Chinese. Its linguistic
form, nature and formation process are similar to those of the ‘Han’er yanyu’ (X JL & #& the Chinese
spoken language of the Yuan dynasty) modern vernacular literature and modern north-western
Chinese dialects.

Based on the collated version of the Qur’an (Jingtang, Arabic and Xiao'erjin) edited by Ma Zhenwu, 1
this paper discusses some specific forms and their grammatical characteristics in the Jingtangyu. For
example, shang/shangtou ([£/ £ 3K) 'on' is used after nouns as a case marker; the grammatical word
zhe ‘%’ is used after verbs to indicate the state or order of an action, and is similar to Mongolian
converbial markers. The Chinese verbs gei (%) ‘to give’, shi (&) ‘to be’, and shuo/shuole/shuozhe (5
/BT /BLAE) ‘to say/said/say’ is found as quotative markers. In general, the verbs used as quotative
markers are found in the preverbal position in Chinese, which is quite different from what is found in
the Jingtangyu. The adverbs shifen (%) 'very', weishi (% 5?) 'in fact' and dishi (#95%) 'really' usually
follow the object being modified in Chinese, but their position is relatively free in Jingtangyu. The
linguistic features of the Jingtangyu do not correspond to those generally found in Chinese and can be
interpreted as 'unusual components' in the Chinese grammatical system. However, they also share
some similarities with some modern northwestern Chinese dialects. We believe that the source of
these unusual features is the Mongolian languages, and that they have been transformed and reshaped
with Chinese elements through a process of reanalysis.

References

Ma Zhenwu (1995) The Qur'an: A Chinese-Arabic-xiao erjin Comparison of the Language of the
Mosque, Religious Culture Publishing House.

Ma Qianli (2006) A Preliminary Discussion on the Origin and Structure of Hui Language Used in the
Mosque, Language Theory Research, Issue 5, pp. 57-68.

Chen Huan (2008) 4 Study of the Sinicisation of Westerners in the Yuan Dynasty, Shanghai Ancient
Books Publishing House.

Hilaluddin (1948) A Study of the Language Used in the Mosques, Islamic Culture, no. 2.

Liu Yingsheng (2003) A Brief Review of the 800-Year Development of the Hui Language—From
Persian to Hui “Chinese”’-Language, Chinese Culture Studies (Winter edition), p. 76.

'Note: See Ma Zhenwu's Qur'an (a translation of the Suras into Mandarin, Arabic and Xiao'erjin), Religious
Culture Publishing House, 1996 edition. Compared with various Chinese translations, Imam Ma Zhenwu's
translation has three main characteristics: (1) style: it uses the language of the mosque, which has been in use for
hundreds of years, and reading it is like being in the mosque listening to the Imam preaching the classics to the
'mullahs' and 'khalifas'; (2) layout (or arrangement): it has Arabic verses and a Chinese translation, and also a
version using the xiao'erjin, a transcription system based on the Arabic and Persian alphabets, which are
displayed side by side. All three scripts are written from right to left, line by line, by hand. Each page is divided
into five columns. The order of words in each column is: Arabic text at the top, the xiao'erjin in the middle,
followed by the Chinese translation at the bottom. The Arabic text is the main text, written in bold, large letters
in dark ink. The Chinese translation in Chinese characters and the xiao'erjin in Sino-arabic script are written in
smaller letters in light ink, below the Arabic text. The order is clear and distinct, and it is easy to read line by line
and sentence by sentence for comparison. (3) Calligraphy: The entire text was copied by hand, not typeset or
typed on a computer. It is a copy of the original manuscript which was handwritten in Arabic by Imam Ma
Zhenxing, while the Chinese characters were written by Imam Liu Tiezhu, a student of the translator. With these
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three characteristics, it can be said that the Qur'an is endowed with Chinese characteristics. (Lin Song, 'The
Complete Knowledge of the Qur'an', Sichuan People's Publishing House, 1995)

(B ZEBERRIEEHXFAR)
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Julie P.M. Lefort
Ca’Foscari University, MSC fellow

« Dongxiang xiao’erjing and the Persian-Arabic vocabulary in Dongxiang and
Tangwang »

Dongxiang (or Santa) is a Mongolic language spoken by the Dongxiang people (% % 7%) in
Gansu, China, who number about 300,000 speakers. Although it is generally believed that the
Dongxiang people were largely illiterate and did not have a written system for their own
language, a written system known in Dongxiang as the tuhua orou and based on the Hui
xiaoerjing (> JLU 42 Sino-Arabic script) was developed and used since at least the 17th
century. It was used not only by Dongxiang imams and malas in mosques, but also outside the
religious sphere by some of the Dongxiang people in their everyday lives. Tangwang (/& /£ %)
is a ‘highly Altaicised’ variety of Chinese spoken by about 15,000 people (Han, Hui and
ethnically Dongxiang), in the Tangwang village of the Dongxiang county. The Hui of
Tangwang have used the xiao’erjing script mainly for religious education. Due to their
complex sociolinguistic backgrounds, Arabic and Persian borrowings can be found in both
Dongxiang and Tangwang.

This paper provides an overview of the Arabic and Persian words found in these two
languages. In Dongxiang, the form of most Arabic and Persian words suggests that they have
been borrowed via Chinese, but some of them may also have been borrowed via Persian or
even Turkic languages, while others may also be direct loans. In particular, the multiple
allomorphs found in Dongxiang suggest multiple layers of borrowings and contact rather than
a unidirectional influence from another language. In Tangwang, the Arabic and Persian words
are not very different from the common ‘Hui’ vocabulary found in other Chinese varieties, but
some also could have been borrowed via Dongxiang. I will describe the characteristics of
these loans and will show how they differ in Dongxiang and Tangwang. I will also show the
different ‘borrowing routes’ of these loans and the role that the xiao’erjing, Hui and
Dongxiang, may have played in the borrowing process.

Selected references

A Ibrahim Chen Yuanlong ‘Dongxiang za de shiimian yluyan “xiao jing” wénzi’ [The
written language of the Dongxiang people: "Xiaojing" characters]. Xibei minzu yanjiii
(4)87, 2015 :61-68.

Djamouri, Redouane, Lexique Tangwang, 2022. HAL archives.

Qin Yongzhang, A Study of the Formation of the Multi-ethnic Pattern in the Gansu-Qinghai-
Ningxia Region, Minzu Publishing House, 2005.

Ma Zhiyon, Gansu dongxiang zu shihua [ A history of the Dongxiang People of Gansu], gansu
wénhua chiuban she, 2009.

Zhong Jinwen, Ganging diqii teyou minzu yiiyan wénhua de quyu tezhéng [Regional
characteristics of the unique ethnic languages and cultures in Gansu and Qinghai]
Zhongyang minzu daxue, 2007.

Wang Jiangping, Glossary of Chinese Islamic Terms, 2002.
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Redouane Djamouri
CNRS-EHESS-INALCO, CRLAO

« Complex sentences in the Tangwang Language: A Contact Induced Phenomenon? »

This paper examines the syntax and semantics of complex sentences in Tangwang, a Sinitic
language spoken in Gansu, China, through the perspective of language contact. While 95% of
Tangwang's vocabulary is derived from Mandarin, its structural features—such as predominant OV
word order, clause-final conjunctions, and nominal case-marking suffixes—show significant
alignment with Altaic languages. This study investigates the principal strategies to mark subordination
in Tangwang, with a particular focus on adverbial and complement clauses, and explores how these
strategies reflect both contact-induced influence and internal linguistic evolution.

One notable strategy is the use of the suffix -£sa (traced back to # zhué>zhe in Middle Chinese),
which functions as a marker for non-finite adverbial clauses. For example, in the following sentence
(1), -ts2 denotes the adjunct and non-tensed status of the subordinate clause. In the absence of explicit
temporal markers, the clause is pragmatically interpreted as describing an action simultaneous with
that of the main verb.

@) IRV ERIG T P A G 28
[kaei tees)-xa k'e-tso | no tsta-xa x"r-tse
Kagei TV-0BJ watch-fs  3SG tee-OBJ drink-IMPF
‘Kagi drinks tea while watching television’

Another strategy involves the topic marker s (originating from the Chinese copular verb #& shi) to
express subordination through topicalization. In example (ii), s; frames the initial clause as a
topicalized phrase, establishing not only its syntactic relationship with the main clause but also its
pragmatic temporal interpretation.

) (i) BRRER, RITAEE
[ror teles)xa ke §)] kaei ts'a-xa x*r-tse
TV-0BJ watch TOP Kagi tee-OBJ drink-IMPF
‘While watching television, Kagi drinks tea’

The findings reveal a nuanced interplay between inherited Mandarin structures and features
shaped by contact with Altaic languages. While certain strategies, such as the use of -£sa, appear to
emerge from internal developments within Northwestern Mandarin, others, like the topic-marking
function of shi, suggest structural convergence with the head-final OV syntax characteristic of Altaic
languages. This research aims to provide some insights into how language contact and internal
evolution together shape the development of syntactic patterns in multilingual environments.
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« A comparative study of the of auxiliary verbs in the difference-comparison sentence in the
Guanhua dialects and the Gansu-Qinghai dialects »

The use of auxiliary verbs in comparative sentences in Mandarin have been widely studied by scholars
such as Jiang Ping (1979), Xu Guoping (2005), Peng Lizhen (2007), and He Jin (2014), etc. The most
common auxiliary verbs include yao (&) ‘to want’, néng (#%) ‘to be able to’, and Aui (&), ‘to be able
to’). These can express modal meanings such as dynamic, deontic, and epistemic modality. However,
little attention has been given to the use of auxiliary verbs in comparative sentences in Chinese
dialects and remains to be explored in details. In the Yanliang dialect spoken in the Shaanxi Province,
the only auxiliary verb that can be used in comparative sentence is néng ( A& ), which carries the
meaning of [ability] and does not differ much from what is found in Standard Chinese. When néng ()
is used in ‘néng (A& )+ adjectival element + quantifier complement’ structures, it implies that the
certainty of the proposition from the speaker’s perspective. The overall structure indicates the
speaker’s subjective reduction evaluation (inference) of a certain property or state of the comparative
subject. The role of néng (fit) is mainly to reduce the degree of subjectivity in a clause. We focus on
the distribution, grammatical features and grammaticalisation of the modal néng ( it ) when it
expresses [certainty]. When it expresses [certainty], néng (f&) shows a tendency to be used as as an
emphasis adverb. For example:
(1) LR TFEM GLRKREZETIL) itk — &Ko

Jin’er maixia zhé tdo (biyelaimaixiawu) néng dayididn

today buy-RES DEM peach COMP yesterday buy-RES REF NENG big bit

‘the peach we bought today are a bit bigger than those we bought yesterday’

In this case, the speaker thinks that the peaches bought today are larger than those bought yesterday,
but the difference is not significant. If néng (f%) deleted, the subjective meaning (the speaker thinks
that the difference is not significant) is not carried anymore by the sentence.
Therefore, we believe that the modal néng (At ) expressing [certainty] has developed on the modal
néng (f%) expressing [ability], and that it is a reanalysis of the later. The modal néng (#%) in the sense
of [certainty] is widely used in the Chinese dialects spoken in Shaanxi, but also in the surrounding
regions such as Shanxi and Gansu. However, each dialect shows particularities. For example, in the
Yanliang dialect of Shaanxi, the adjective following néng (i) can be either positive or negative, while
in the Linxia dialect spoken in Gansu, it can only be followed by a positive adjective, e.g.:
(2) TR — b, (EINFETHRER)

zhé wa néng bén yidian,

DEM child NENG stupid bit

‘this child is a little stupid’

In this sentence, ben () ‘Stupid’ is a negative adjective that does not meet the expectations of the
speaker. This sentence does not hold true in Linxia dialect, but it is used naturally in the Guanhua
dialects to indicate the speaker's euphemistic evaluation.

From the pragmatic point of view, néng (A& ) in the Yanliang dialect of Shaanxi can convey both
expected and unexpected information, while néng (f%) in the Linxia dialect can only convey expected
information. In the Xining dialect spoken in Qinghai, the more common way to express the
speculation or inference is to add the postposition hechuang (™7 18] ) after the adjective (Wang
Shuangcheng 2009), but there are no occurrences of néng (#%). This shows the diversity in terms of
forms, word order and collocation range of the auxiliary verbs in comparative sentences found in the
northwestern dialects. An in-depth study of the distribution and usage of auxiliary verbs in
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comparative sentences in the northwestern dialects can help us to better understand the expression of

subjective modal semantics in comparative sentences in Chinese.
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