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Language Variation and Transmission: The Emergence of
Chinese Measure Word jian and Its Semantic Generalization

and Narrowing

Ruoxi Qin

Hainan Normal University

Abstract

The Chinese measure word jian demonstrates exceptional collocational ability in the regions
of Hong Kong and Macao, where it can be used not only to measure individual rooms like
“classrooms”, but also to quantify nouns with holistic architectural entities or institutional
organizations such as “companies”, “schools”, “factories”, and “centres”. This usage differs
significantly from the word’s usage in modern standard Chinese. Therefore, this research
adopts a corpus-based, data-driven approach to analyze the emergence and evolutionary path
of jian across time and regions. The findings show that, as language continuously evolves, jian
has undergone semantic generalization. In Hong Kong and Macao, the broadened usage has
stabilized and persisted, whereas it later experienced semantic narrowing in mainland China,

resulting in a reduced collocational capacity.
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Chinese quantifier, Jian, semantic change, semantic generalization, corpus study
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