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Origin and Development of the Equative Marker “de [ + C” in Early Modern

Chinese: A Study Based on Manchu-Chinese Bilingual Literatures

MENG Fanjie and LI Yan

[Abstract] This paper deals with the origin and development of the equative marker “de ] +C” in
Early Modern Chinese. Specifically, the form “de yiban H]—#%” comes from the Mongolian
language and has been first seen in the Yuan dynasty, while the forms “de shide [LAF)”, “de shide
HIZH” and “de yiyang W1—+Ff/de yang ¥ originate from the Manchu language and have
appeared first in the Qing dynasty. Though different in times of occurrence and in source languages,
these forms have resulted from basically identical causes. The grammatical elements indicating the
genitive case or tense-aspect are used in the expression of equative sentences in Manchu and
Mongolian, both being Altaic languages, while Chinese has no such elements in equative sentences
and fills this grammatical gap instead with the particle “de”, and hence the equative marker “de +
C” comes into being. In modern and contemporary Chinese literary works, “de + C” is only
sparsely used. This shows that the Chinese linguistic system itself has a self-regulatory function,
adjusting itself constantly in the development of Chinese to accommodate to the Chinese structural
rules.

[Keywords] Qing dynasty Manchu-Chinese bilingual literatures equative sentence language
contact
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