
 

16 

New Horizons in Evolutionary Linguistics
Journal of Chinese Linguistics Monograph Series 27 (2017): 16- 45
©2017 by the Journal of Chinese Linguistics. All rights reserved.  
2409-2878/2017/27-02 

 
 
 

THE DIRECTION OF LANGUAGE CONTACT AND  
THE ANALYSIS OF LINGUISTIC TYPOLOGY 

  Chen Baoya*  Tian Xiangsheng+

Peking University 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
This paper mainly discusses two questions about language contact, first, 
what is the direction of language contact, and two, what is the change of 
linguistic typology caused by language contact. According to language 
contact between Dai and Southwest Mandarin, mother tongue interference 
and lexical borrowing are two important mechanisms of language contact, 
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Language is multi-modal: Human speech is accompanied by 
manual and facial co-speech gestures; co-speech gestures are even 
produced by blind persons talking to each other – highlighting the 
ancestral link between hand and language. Co-speech gestures are to be 
distinguished from the signs which form the elements of the signed 
languages (such as American Sign Language, ASL) employed by deaf 
communities – but the latter are fully expressive human languages. The 
key point is that the brain mechanisms that support language do not 
especially privilege auditory input and vocal output. Our key question is 
then: How did a capacity for multimodal language evolve? 

We define language-readiness as the capacity to acquire and use 
language and claim that having a “language-ready” brain does not imply 
“having language.” Biological Evolution provides the processes of 
genetic selection that gave modern humans a language-ready brain but we 
claim that it was Cultural Evolution, processes of non-biological, social 
selection, whereby our ancestors came to have a variety of languages as 
distinct from a protolanguage in the sense of a system of communication 
intermediate between ape-like vocal and gestural communication and 
human language. (This is distinct from the notion of protolanguage as the 
ancestral language for a language family posited in historical linguistics). 

We posit that early Homo sapiens , and at least their proximate ancestral 
hominids, has “early protolanguages,” and that cultural evolution in Homo
sapiens yielded a spectrum of increasing complexity, so that complex 
protolanguages became early languages perhaps 100,000 years ago (Arbib 
2008). In this process, symbols become words in the modern sense, while 
syntactic and semantic structures co-evolved to support an increasingly 
compositional semantics (with recursivity as an automatic corollary of the 
expression of meaning concerning hierarchical structures). Verb tenses or other 
circumlocutions arose to express the ability to recall past events or imagine 
future ones. And these emerging languages had to be learnable: a human 
language must contain a significant subset of symbolic structures learnable by 
most human children. 

Much of this remains conjectural. There is no single key to the 
evolution of language. Rather, there are many pieces of a jigsaw puzzle to 
be discovered and fitted together, and this requires insights from many 
subdisciplines, including: 
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and they clearly have different directions. Words usually diffuse from the 
strong language to the weak one by borrowing, and the structures usually 
diffuse from the weak to the strong by interference. In consideration of 
the feature of language contact, we have proposed an inverse principle of 
lexicon-structure. According to our long-term research of language 
contact, both mother tongue interference and lexical borrowing can make 
the structures of the mother tongue and the target language isomorphic. 
Mother tongue interference can change language more easily, resulting in 
the disappearance of a large number of typological features. 
 
KEYWORDS 
Language contact Mother tongue interference Lexical borrowing 
Direction of languages contact  Typological feature 
 
  

When two languages meet at the same time and space, natural 
language contact begins. As a result of continuous contact, all levels of 
the languages in contact would change, the most extreme phenomena are 
the formation of the so-called mixed language, where the structures 
belong to language A, while the kernel words belong to language B, or, 
even one language is replaced by another. In talking about language 
contact, we must pay great attention to a key issue, namely the direction 
of language contact. 
 
1. MOTHER TONGUE INTERFERENCE AND LEXICAL BORROWING 

Most scholars have believed that many contact-induced language 
changes are caused by borrowing; some famous linguists, such as Meillet 
([1925]2008), Sapir (1921), Bloomfield ([1933]1962), Hockett 
([1958]2002), Trask ([1996]2000) and others, have discussed at 
considerable length about language borrowing in their classic works. “The 
borrowing goes predominantly from the upper language to the lower, and 
it very often extends to speech-forms that are not connected with cultural 
novelties” (Bloomfield 1962:461). At the same time, they also talked 
about another contact mechanism different from borrowing; for instance, 
as Sapir stated (1921:211), “Nevertheless, we know that languages do 
influence each other in phonetic respects, and that quite aside from the 
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言接触的类型差距及语言质变现象的理论探讨  (Discussion on 
typological difference of languages contact and the theory of 
language qualitative change). Yuyan kexue 语言科学 2012(1):1-8. 

 
 

语言接触的有向性及其类型学分析  
陈保亚 田祥胜 

北京大学 
 
提要 
本文主要讨论了两个方面的内容，一是语言接触的有向性机制；二

是语言接触导致语言类型的改变。从傣语与汉语接触的现象来看，

母语干扰与词汇借贷是语言接触的两种重要机制，它们都有极强的

方向性，词汇通常是以借贷的方式从强势语言向弱势语言扩散，结

构通常是以干扰的方式从弱势语言向强势语言扩散，这两种过程是

逆向的，可称为接触的逆向对立原则。母语干扰和词汇借贷能使母

语与目标语形成同构，尤其是语言接触中的母语干扰最能够改变语

言的类型特征，导致大量少数民族语言及独特语言类型特征的消失，

这些现象在语言深度接触中可以观察到。 
  
关键词 
语言接触  母语干扰  词汇借贷  有向性  类型特征 
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