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A Study of Lexical Competition in the Forms of “Liuli”

Pi-hsiang Chou'”
Abstract

This study investigates the historical evolution and standardization of the Chinese loanword
liuli (37t3#), drawing on theories of language ecology and lexical competition to examine how
multiple competing transliterated forms gradually converged into a single dominant lexical
form. Adopting a Dual-Canon Parallel Analysis approach, the research treats Chinese
Buddhist scriptures and secular Chinese transmitted texts as two functionally distinct yet
interacting corpora. Through large-scale textual quantitative analysis, the study systematically
identifies and counts all historically attested word forms referring to liuli, and constructs
quantitative indices—specifically lexical density and usage intensity—to compare their
distribution and competitive dynamics across genres and historical periods.

The results reveal a clear diachronic division of labor between the two canons. During the
Wei-Jin and Sui-Tang periods, Buddhist scriptures functioned as the primary site of lexical
innovation, generating a wide range of multi-syllabic phonetic transliterations and forming a
highly diversified and competitive lexical ecology. In contrast, secular texts exhibited an early
tendency toward convergence, consistently favoring a small set of core forms—primarily liuli
(¥i¥#) and luli (FE3#%)—and ultimately establishing liuli as the dominant standard. Quantitative
evidence shows that while Buddhist texts reached their peaks of density and intensity earlier,
secular literature surpassed them from the Song—Yuan period onward, marking the
transformation of liuli from a specialized religious term into a broadly used secular lexeme and
completing its genre diffusion and lexical standardization.

Further analysis demonstrates that the success of liuli cannot be attributed to phonetic
accuracy alone. Rather, its competitive advantage lies in its high degree of form-sound-—
meaning integration: its disyllabic structure conforms to common Chinese prosodic patterns,
and its characters—both bearing the jade radical—clearly signal the semantic category of
precious materials, thereby enhancing semantic transparency and cultural resonance.
Operating through what may be termed a Chinese-character filtering mechanism, the writing
system favored forms that aligned with entrenched cultural expectations and graphic
conventions, gradually marginalizing competing variants such as liuli (/i) or more complex
phonetic transliterations.

92



By documenting the full trajectory of liuli from multiplicity to standardization, this study
provides empirical support for a dynamic model of loanword evolution in Chinese
characterized by multiple filling, competition, filtering, and stabilization. Methodologically,
it demonstrates the explanatory power of Dual-Canon Parallel Analysis for capturing genre-
based differentiation and interaction in lexical change, offering a replicable quantitative
framework for future research on Chinese loanwords.
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