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Through the Linguistic Silk Road 
The exchange between Cognitive Sociolinguistics and Chinese 
Linguistics, and its future prospects 

Abstract: Cognitive Sociolinguistics, an enterprise that emerged from the West 
end of Eurasia, has been enjoying increasing popularity in China. With its com-
mitment to converge Cognitive Linguistics and sociolinguistics, this field has 
been providing studies of Chinese linguistics with theoretical and methodologi-
cal inspirations. Chinese Linguistics, in turn, has also advanced Cognitive Socio-
linguistics with many of its novel findings. This exchange not only helped bring 
previously isolated domains of Chinese Linguistics together into a more inte-
grated framework, but also expanded the horizon of CS whose previous focus was 
mainly restricted to Indo-European data. The review takes stock of these ad-
vances along three dimensions of Cognitive Sociolinguistics (i.e., lexical-seman-
tic, constructional, and attitudinal/acquisitional variation) in the context of Chi-
nese linguistics, and discusses future research trajectories along which the 
exchange between the two fields can further benefit each other.  
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1 Introduction 

As an enterprise that converges Cognitive Linguistics and the tradition of socio-
linguistics, the field of Cognitive Sociolinguistics (hereinafter CS) has been culti-
vating research into the socio-cognitive aspects of language from a usage-based 
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perspective and investigating the cognitive and sociocultural driving forces of 
language variation and change. The past decade has witnessed an increasing 
number of volumes dedicated to the advances of CS (e.g., Kristiansen and Dirven 
2008; Geeraerts et al. 2010a; Kristiansen and Geeraerts 2013; Pütz et al. 2014). A 
wide spectrum of topics have been covered, including not only lexical (e.g. Geera-
erts and Speelman 2010; Peirsman et al. 2010) and grammatical variation (e.g., 
Stefanowitsch and Gries 2008; Szmrecsanyi 2010), but also more applied aspects 
such as language attitudes and acquisition (e.g., Kristiansen 2008, 2010; Pantos 
2014), language policy (e.g., Polzenhagen and Dirven 2008), cultural models of 
language (e.g., Schneider 2014), and World Englishes (e.g., Wolf and Polzenha-
gen 2009, 2014). At the same time, CS research, which can be narrowly character-
ized as study of language variation from the combined perspective of social and 
cognitive constraints (Hollmann 2013), has been enjoying growing popularity as 
theoretical and methodological underpinnings for Chinese Linguistics. Scholars 
of Chinese Linguistics have paid attention to the emergence of CS from the begin-
ning (Sun 2009; Zhang and Zhou 2010), and have been offering constant reviews 
of the state of the art (e.g., Zhou 2012; Fang and Zhang 2015; Zhang 2019). 

Situated in this context, this article aims to examine how the exchange be-
tween CS and Chinese Linguistics has brought mutual benefits to each other. We 
first survey how CS has stimulated recent variationist studies in Chinese Linguis-
tics. The achievements are examined following the three research dimensions in 
Geeraerts et al. (2010b), viz., the dimensions of lexical semantic variation, gram-
matical and constructional variation, and attitudinal/acquisitional variation. 
Then, the article discusses how Chinese Linguistics can benefit CS itself. Finally, 
the article sketches out future prospects that may bode further cooperation for 
the two fields.  

2 How has CS Benefited Chinese Linguistics? 

Over the more than 10 years of exchange between CS and Chinese Linguistics, 
what are the wools the former brought to the latter? Firstly, CS, with its funda-
mental emphasis of meaning variation (Geeraerts et al. 2010b: 6–7), has inspired 
more semantically enriched research in variationist Chinese Linguistics, which 
previously focused primarily on phonetic variation within one variety/dialect 
(e.g., Chen 1993; Xu et al. 1993; Zhang 2014), or across varieties/dialects (e.g., Li 
2004). Beyond doubt, without a systematic investigation of lexical and grammat-
ical variation, we could not have a clear picture of language variation as a whole. 
Secondly, CS has also propelled Chinese Linguistics to analyze its rich lectal 



 Through the Linguistic Silk Road | 469 

  

varieties more systematically. Despite of the rich varieties of Mandarin Chinese1 
and the many dialects spoken within China, past studies have been generally re-
stricted to the special features in one variety (e.g., Chen 1986; Wang 1999), or 
comparing differences between two varieties (e.g., Shi et al. 2006, 2014). Depart-
ing from these isolated studies, CS-informed Chinese Linguistics could examine 
a wider range of lectal variation and its cognitive and socio-cultural constraints. 
Thirdly, the traditional approach in research on varieties of Chinese often in-
volves small-scale survey-based methods with geographical dimension as its core 
question. Other dimensions (e.g., social, economic, demographic) are still largely 
overlooked by Chinese linguists. The methodological underpinnings of CS allow 
us to employ advanced quantitative approaches for measuring the lexical and 
grammatical variability along a multitude of dimensions. So far, an increasing 
number of studies have been conducted in the framework of CS to investigate lin-
guistic phenomena in Chinese. We will present some representative works along 
the following three dimensions. 

2.1 The lexical semantic dimension 

Variationist lexical semantic studies grounded in CS are usage-based, placing 
centrally the role of the speaker, the context of the communication, and the pro-
duced utterances. Studies along this dimension mainly focus on issues including 
geographical, social-stratificational, and conceptual factors that contribute to 
lexical variation (e.g., Speelman et al. 2008; Geeraerts and Speelman 2010; Soa-
res da Silva 2010), and the quantitative methods of measuring lexical distance 
between language varieties (e.g., Speelman et al. 2003; Ruette et al. 2011). 

Within this dimension, studies in Chinese Linguistics have chosen variation 
in metonymy as their primary interests. Synchronically, place name metonymies 
have been investigated from a cross-lectal perspective (Zhang et al. 2011; Zhang 
et al. 2018). Diachronically, Zhang et al. (2015) analyzes the variation in meto-
nymic patterns for WOMAN across a time span of 2,000 years. More recently, with 
an increasing interest on the methodological advances of lectometric study on 
language variation, researchers start exploring the lexical variation in Chinese 
varieties by performing large-scale quantitative aggregation (see Heylen and 
Zhang 2019; Zhang et al. 2019). 

|| 
1 Mandarin Chinese is the official language in China (being referred to as putonghua in Main-
land, Hong Kong and Macau SAR or guoyu in Taiwan) and Singapore (huayu). It is also one of the 
languages of instruction in Malaysia. 
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2.2 The constructional dimension 

Recent efforts in this dimension follow the long and established tradition of var-
iationist studies in syntactic alternations (e.g., Sankoff and Thibault 1981; Weiner 
and Labov 1983) and have illustrated the subtle and stochastic variability of syn-
tactic choices both within and across varieties of a certain language. It has been 
shown that speakers’ selections of syntactic variants are constrained by various 
lectal factors such as region (e.g., Bresnan and Hay 2008; Szmrecsanyi et al. 2016; 
Röthlisberger et al. 2017), time (e.g., Wolk et al. 2013), and register (e.g., Gries 
2013; Grafmiller 2014).  

In this dimension, Chinese scholars have mainly investigated variation in 
grammatical alternations in different lects of Chinese. Applying corpus-based 
data and various statistical modeling techniques, these studies have revealed a 
wide array of lectal constraints on syntactic variation. For instance, Zhang and 
Wang (2017) discovered the effect of register on selecting passive markers, in 
which rang is favored with written texts while gei is favored with spoken texts. Li 
et al. (submitted) takes a diachronic approach and diagnoses significant interac-
tions between time period and two language-internal factors (i.e., end-weight 
and recipient animacy) influencing the theme-recipient alternation. And studies 
on causative construction alternation (Tian and Zhang 2020; Tian et al. 2022) 
have indicated significant regional variation with regard to the preference of the 
causative markers in Mainland, Taiwan, and Singapore Chinese. 

2.3 The attitudinal and acquisitional dimension 

The question of how accents and dialects are perceived takes center stage in so-
ciolinguistic research into language attitudes. Traditional studies in this regard, 
for instance, have revealed listeners’ usually negative perceptions of foreign ac-
cents (e.g., Lippi-Green 1997), and more recent usage-based evaluations suggest 
that accents are capable of activating socially stereotyped images that function 
as cognitive reference for speakers and listeners active positioning of him/herself 
regionally and socially (Kristiansen 2003; 2008). A growing number of CS-fueled 
research is dedicated to the variationist scrutiny of language attitudes and acqui-
sition (e.g., Kristiansen 2010; Pantos 2014), attempting to shed light on how per-
ceptions of accents and dialects differ as a function of different social variables 
such age, gender, and geography.  

So far, Chinese studies along this dimension have been scarce. A heuristic 
effort is made in Xiong (2020), which presents a CS-based analysis of how Chinese 
listeners perceive both Chinese speakers’ Mandarin accents (e.g., Beijing, 
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Shanghai) and foreign speakers’ Mandarin accents (e.g., American, Russian). De-
spite of the lack of research on Chinese under this framework, we do observe a 
growing volume of case studies that explore the perception of Mandarin accents 
over the past few years. Zhao (2017; 2019), for instance, examined listeners’ per-
ception of the variation of linguistic features in standard Mandarin variety, while 
several non-standard accents of Mandarin and their perceptions are discussed in 
Wang (2017) and Zhao and Liu (2020). We thus maintain that there is huge poten-
tial for future collaboration between variationist studies of Mandarin accents and 
research on the attitudinal dimension of CS. Further variationist studies, which 
take various social constraints into a more holistic account, will greatly deepen 
our understanding of how (non)standard accents of Mandarin are perceived and 
what factors contribute to those different perceptions.  

Furthermore, we wish to note that the acquisitional dimension is also under-
studied and necessary to better understand if and how age is an important factor 
in the identification and perception of Chinese accents (cf., Kristiansen 2010), for 
which future studies need to involve young children participants of different age 
groups and upbringings. 

3 How can CS Benefit from Chinese Linguistics? 

Having discussed all the achievements of Chinese Linguistics inspired by CS, 
what can be the silk returned from CS-informed Chinese Linguistics? We hold that 
the results obtained from such studies of Chinese can at least help answer a cru-
cial question of CS, viz., are the findings attested in previous CS studies typically 
Indo-European, or do they also hold for other language areas? Despite of the in-
creasing volume of CS research on Chinese, most studies in this framework so far 
have relied on data from Indo-European languages. Such limitations may lead to 
theories biased towards Indo-European languages, as is the case with previous 
studies in Cognitive Linguistics. Cross-linguistic evidence enables CS to discover 
what lectal variation is recurrent and what is different in distinct languages 
across the world, and already we can see some fruitful results from the collabo-
ration between CS and Chinese Linguistics. For instance, Xiong’s (2020) large-
scale experiment in Chinese listeners’ perceptions of non-native Mandarin speak-
ers reinforces previous findings of native speakers’ negative assessments of non-
native accents (cf., Kristiansen 2010), and the diachronic fluidity regarding the 
predictive strength of animacy and end-weight on word order detected in Wolk et 
al. (2013) is identified again in a similar grammatical analysis in Li et al. 
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(submitted). In a word, CS-informed Chinese Linguistics returns ideal typological 
evidence for testing the theoretical and methodological robustness of CS. 

Furthermore, CS can also benefit from the more general domain of Chinese 
Linguistics, given that the language is characterized by many features that are 
not so prominent in the languages usually studied in the field (e.g., Dutch, Eng-
lish, and Spanish). Structurally, written Chinese plays a different role than in lan-
guages with an alphabetic writing system. Socially, Chinese also deviates from 
European languages with its stronger role of explicit, top-down language poli-
cies, and the size as a major, “regionally global” language. All these characteris-
tics add significantly to the spectrum of linguistic situations studied from a CS 
point of view. 

4 Future prospects 

The exchange between CS and Chinese Linguistics has unveiled some intriguing 
findings across different dimensions of language variation, which paves ways for 
numerous potentials of future exploration. Two possible extensions are postu-
lated for the collaboration. The first possible theoretical extension calls for more 
systemic CS-informed investigations of lexical, grammatical, and attitudinal var-
iation. It is only by such endeavors can we obtain a more holistic picture of vari-
ation in Chinese. To this end, future CS research on Chinese can be based on the 
application of more diversified data sources with enriched lectal information. 
Possible resources include the Tagged Chinese Gigaword Corpus (Huang 2009), 
the LIVAC Corpus (Tsou and Kwong 2015), and the Global Chinese Corpus (Liu 
2019). The second extension concerns the better methods of measuring linguistic 
distance between lects in Chinese, and we see recent corpus-based advances in 
lectometry (Heylen et al. 2015; De Pascale 2019) and Variation-Based Distance & 
Similarity Modeling (VADIS, Szmrecsanyi et al. 2019) as welcome additions to the 
existing toolkit. 
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