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ABSTRACT

In Northern Sinitic languages, the inclusive/exclusive distinction seems
rare in the Gansu-Qinghai arca whereas this use is omnipresent in the
Central Plain region. The Northern Sinitic languages in the Central Plain
region adopted the inclusive/exclusive distinction from the non-Sinitic
languages (Zhang 1982; Mei 1988; Janhunen 2003; Xu 2023) since the
Song Dynasty and consistently kept it. Paradoxically, the Mongolic
languages are losing this opposition with a different rhythm north of the
Central Plain, and this tendency even begins inside the Gansu-Qinghai area.
Our research shows that Northern China should be divided into two distinct
zones. The Central Plain region and the Gansu-Qinghai area. The Central
Plain zone covers Hebei including Beijing, together with its neighboring
areas, constituting the core of the area corresponding to the ancient Yanyun
shiliu zhou (Sixteen Prefectures). Shandong and Henan’s contiguous
provinces make up this area’s extension. The Gansu-Qinghai area mainly
indicates the Northwestern variety of Mandarin Chinese. The use of the
inclusive/exclusive distinction constitutes one of the syntactic features
splitting the two zones. The inclusive/exclusive spreading stops at the
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Ningxia province separating these two distinct zones. The influence of this
syntactic device does not extend to the northwestern provinces of China,
such as Ningxia, Gansu, and Qinghai. The several ancestral populations in
Tangwang and Wutun might come from Sinitic-language-speaking zones
nearby to be incorporated with local populations and other different
components. During the shaping of the new population, the core groups are
unlikely to possess or retain this use. This partly explains why a mixed
language such as Wutun, spoken in Qinghai, and a mixing language such
as Tangwang, used in Gansu, do not have the inclusive/exclusive
distinction. This article tries to understand what has happened in language
contact between Sinitic and non-Sinitic languages and then analyzes the
rise and loss of this distinction in Northern China.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The inclusive/exclusive opposition is attested in numerous
languages of the world, while it is not attested in European languages at all.
This distinction can be found in 63 languages among 200 (see WALS").
The Mandarin language, more precisely Northern Mandarin, is recognized
to have this usage among other Asian and Austronesian languages.

In Northern Mandarin, the inclusive pronoun is zanmen, meaning
“we” and including the addressee, while the exclusive pronoun is women,
also referring to “we” but excluding the addressee.

In the Gansu-Qinghai linguistic area (Slater 2003a, 2003b; Janhunen
2007; Zhong 2007; Xu 2017; Xu and Peyraube 2018, among others),
situated at the borders of these two provinces of China, one phenomenon
seems striking (Xu 2017: 135): A mixed language such as Wutun, spoken
in Qinghai, and a mixing language such as Tangwang, used in Gansu, do
not have the inclusive/exclusive distinction, although these languages have
been and still are circled and influenced by Mongolic, Tibetic and Sinitic
languages which do possess this opposition.

The question is raised then of why and how the Wutun and
Tangwang languages could have avoided acquiring this use when they have
been deeply affected at the syntactic level by neighboring languages. This
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