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CURRENT RESEARCH IN CHINESE LINGUISTICS

The Formation of Jialai/Jiaqu: From a Perspective of

Language Contact

Ningbo Jia
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Abstract

This article explores the impact on the Chinese language of three major historical language contacts,
using the formation of jialai/jiaqu ‘come home/go home’ as a guiding thread. The foreign languages
involved in these contacts shared the same typological profile — all were SOV languages with case-
marking systems. Consequently, their overall influence on Chinese grammar progressively deepened
in a particular evolutionary direction. Via the Silk Road, ancient Indian languages — first introduced
to China via Chinese translations of Buddhist sutras — exerted a profound influence on Chinese.
Many syntactic features that later became characteristic of Chinese had already begun to emerge in
these Buddhist translations, and were often more prominent than in contemporaneous native Chinese
writings. Jialai/Jiaqu appeared only sporadically after the second contact, increased gradually
during the third contact, and eventually became integrated into the common Chinese language. The
emergence of jialai/jiaqu was subject to interference from postpositional locative words, which were
themselves influenced by case marking in the contact languages. Once external influence waned,
internal grammatical pressures within Chinese suppressed the further expansion of postpositional

constructions; only then did jialai/jiaqu come into being.
Keywords

Jialai/jiaqu, chinese Buddhist sutras, Altaic languages, language contact and evolution
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