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Abstract

In Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan in Central Asia, there lives the Dong-
gan ethnic group, whose ancestors were Hui people who migrated from Shaanxi,
Gansu, and other regions in China during the late Qing Dynasty. The language
spoken by the Donggan people is the Donggan language, a special overseas var-
iant of Chinese. Derived from the northwestern dialects of Chinese, it serves as
the ethnic language of the Hui people who migrated to Central Asia in the late
Qing Dynasty. The Donggan language contains a large number of northwest-
ern dialect words, which reflect the unique ethnic culture of the Donggan peo-
ple. The Chinese vocabulary in the Donggan language holds significant im-
portance for the study of Chinese northwestern dialects, international Chinese
education, and the advancement of the “Belt and Road” Initiative. However, due
to various reasons, the Donggan language has become an endangered language.
This paper first analyzes the Chinese vocabulary in the Donggan language and
explores the communication paths of the Donggan language using the “5W”
model in communication studies, aiming to make a modest contribution to the
research on Donggan studies.
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1. Concept Definition
1.1. Brief Introduction to the Donggan Language

The Donggan people are descendants of the Hui people from Shaanxi and Gansu
who migrated to Central Asia in the late Qing Dynasty. The Donggan language is
the ethnic language of the Donggan people in Central Asia [1].

Originating from the northwestern dialects of China in the late Qing Dynasty,
the Donggan language is based on the Shaanxi dialect and the Gansu dialect. Since
the Donggan people are mainly descendants of the Hui people who successively
migrated from Shaanxi and Gansu in China to Central Asia during the late Qing
Dynasty, the Donggan language takes the basic vocabulary and grammar of the
modern northwestern dialects of Chinese as its main body, with the Gansu dialect
as its standard pronunciation. It has integrated linguistic elements from Central
Asian Russian, Arabic, Persian, Turkic, and other languages, evolving into a cross-
border Chinese language with certain changes. The currently used Donggan script
was created with the assistance of the Soviet government and is written using the
Cyrillic alphabet (Russian alphabet). It is the only phonetic script for a Chinese
dialect in the world [2].

1.2. Concept of Cross-Cultural Communication

Cross-cultural communication refers to the interpersonal communication and in-
formation dissemination activities between social members from different cultural
backgrounds. It also involves the processes of migration, diffusion, and change of
various cultural elements in the global society, as well as their impacts on different

groups, cultures, countries, and even the human community as a whole [3].

2.Vocabulary Features of the Donggan Language

Derived from the northwestern dialects of China in the late Qing Dynasty, the
Donggan language includes a large number of northwestern dialect words in both
its basic vocabulary and general vocabulary. It also retains many ancient Chinese
vocabulary items and modern Chinese vocabulary items (referring to the vocabu-
lary used from the late Ming Dynasty to the early Republic of China). Addition-
ally, there are a large number of loanwords in the Donggan language, along with
some newly created words. All these aspects reflect the inclusiveness and diversity
of the Donggan language.

Composition of Donggan Vocabulary:

The vocabulary of the Donggan language is composed of inherent words, ar-
chaic Chinese words, modern Chinese words, Russian loanwords, and neologisms.
Among these, Russian loanwords are mostly concentrated in modern fields such
as politics, science and technology, and education, while inherent words fre-
quently include characteristic terms of Northwest Chinese dialects like “sha”
(what), “za” (how), and “beng” (don’t). Notably, some archaic Chinese words—
such as “yameng” (government office in ancient China) and “langzhong” (tradi-

tional Chinese physician)—have gradually faded away in Mandarin but are stably
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preserved in the Donggan language, reflecting its “linguistic fossil” trait. This

study takes the Donggan vocabulary collected in Lin Tao’s Donggan Language

Dictionary[2] as the research object to clarify the compositional characteristics of

Donggan vocabulary.

1) Northwestern Dialect Words

In the Donggan vocabulary, northwestern dialect words have always occupied a
dominant position and form the main body of the Donggan vocabulary. These
words not only reflect the overall features of the Donggan language but also demon-
strate the close connection between the Donggan language and the northwestern
dialects of China. Some words in the Donggan language are still commonly used in
the current northwestern dialects of China. Examples are as follows:

o Architecture-related: xiangzi (lane), léufang (building), linjia (neighbor’s house),
gianmén (front door), érménzi (second door), ménléu (gate tower), manqiang
(plaster a wall), guodaozi (corridor), chuangzi (window), sudzi (lock), zaohuo
(kitchen stove), maozi (toilet), kang (kang, a heatable brick bed).

e Daily necessities-related: zhuozi (table), yizi (chair), ligui (vertical cabinet),
guozao (cooking stove), chaihe (firewood), yainghud (match), xilidn pénzi (wash-
basin), yizi (soap), yangjidn (soap), xian galu (spool of thread).

e Address-related: xianrén (ancestor), zhdnggui de (shopkeeper), zhlidong (owner),
zuirén (sinner), duitou (opponent), haihuo (troublemaker), xidn ddlang (idler),
xifan gul (fussy person), suizuizi (chatterbox).

e Body parts-related: bénlu (forehead), ndoménzi (forehead), yanwd (eye socket),
bi kialong (nostril), giangzi (chest), jibéi (back), huaiwo (bosom), gouzi (but-
tocks), géldowa (armpit), chuitéu (fist), zhitou (finger), hanjia (undershirt).

¢ Clothing-related: shanzi (unlined upper garment), jiajiazi (waistcoat), maoshanzi
(woolen sweater), dor (jacket), papazi (handkerchief), midn wowo (cotton-pad-
ded shoes), musha (wooden comb).

e Dijet-related: éshui (waste water), mitang (rice soup), guokui mé (a kind of
thick pancake), hudjuan juan (steamed twisted roll), hézi (a kind of stuffed
pastry), qimian (leavened dough), lamianzi (chili powder), tidohé (seasoning).

It can be seen from the above examples that the basic vocabulary of the Dong-
gan language is derived from the northwestern dialects. These words not only re-
flect the basic features of the Donggan language but also are of great significance
for the study of the northwestern dialects of China. Through the synchronic study
of languages, we can explore the evolution process of the northwestern dialects in

Central Asia.

2) Archaic Words

A part of the words in the Donggan language originates from ancient Chinese
and modern Chinese (referring to the vocabulary used from the late Ming Dynasty
to the early Republic of China), which is identical to the Guanzhong dialect of

China. For instance, the word “dié” in the Guanzhong dialect, which means “to

eat”, comes from The Story of the Zhongshan Wolfby Ma Zhongxi. Most of the

ancient Chinese words appearing in the Donggan language are also derived from
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works such as Shuowen Jiezi (Explaining Characters and Analyzing Forms of

Characters) compiled by Xu Shen, Yupian (Jade Chapters) from the Wei, Jin,

Southern and Northern Dynasties, £r Ya (The Ready Guide) and Fangyan (Dia-

lects) from the Western Han Dynasty, and some even come from 7he Book of

Songs and The Rites of Zhou. Several categories are listed as follows:

e S3 # [sa51]: Commonly used in dialects, it means to step on the back of cloth
shoes with the heels. It is also frequently used in the Donggan language. For
example, in S3o0 Hulu Bdi Yii Xid de Ne (The Mischievous Gourd under the
White Rain), Page 64: “Qingzdo, zhé ne fan guolai, bd xié sa shang, dao
waitou.” (Early in the morning, turn this over, slip on the shoes, and go out-
side.) In Chinese pinyin with Cyrillic transcription: “Unzsop, Kbiau daxdens,
6a x3 camoH, 1o Baty.” Guang Yun (The Broad-Ranging Rhymes): “#, si hé
qi¢ (phonetic notation in ancient Chinese), belongs to the Hé rhyme group
with the radical /%, referring to slippers.” Yupian (Jade Chapters): “Xian hé
qi¢ (phonetic notation in ancient Chinese), meaning shoes. Also written as
#%.” Tan Qiao of the Southern Tang Dynasty wrote in the Preface to 7dnz
Huasha (Master Tan’s Book of Transformations): “Zhang sd ér qu.” (Leave
with a cane and slippers on.) [3].

e Dud # [tus24]: Its original meaning is “to pick up”, and later it was extended
to mean: 1) “to tidy up”: “Wo6 z6u li ni bd jia ne géi shiduo hdo.” (When I leave,
you tidy up the house well). 2) “to embroider by stitching up and down on
cloth or silk fabrics”, which is called “dué hua” (embroidery). 3) “to poke or
point at”: “Ashé’ér nd shduzhi tou dué de shuo shi ni z3 bu ting hua.” (Asher
pointed with his finger and said, “Why don’t you listen?”) Shuowen Jiezi-Sho ubu
(Explaining Characters and Analyzing Forms of Characters-The Hand Radi-
cal): “Dud means to pick up.” Xu Hao of the Qing Dynasty wrote in Shuowen
Jiezi Zhu Jian (Annotations and Commentaries on Explaining Characters and
Analyzing Forms of Characters): “Dud, in terms of its meaning, is related to
zhui (to attach); it means to pick up by connecting things together” ([2]: p.
315).

e Zhuidng #t [tsuan44]: Meaning “thick and big”: “A python coiled around a dry
tree inside the iron support. The python was as thick as a small poplar tree and
several chi (a traditional Chinese unit of length, approximately 33.33 centime-
ters) long.” Er Ya-Shi Ydn (The Ready Guide-Explanations of Words): “Zhang
means zdng.” Guo Pu annotated: “Zang is equivalent to cii (thick).” Yupian Dabu
(Jade Chapters-The Big Radical): “Zhang means big.” Fangyan-Judn Yi (Dia-
lects-Volume One): “In the regions of Qin and Jin, people who are tall and big
are called zhang, or alternatively zhuang (strong)” ([2]: p. 317).

o Song iy [sun24]: Its original meaning is “mediocre, humble, lazy, and stupid”,
and later it is often used as a term of contempt or a swear word: “Zéi song”
(thief), “Xia song” (fool), “Song li pd qidéng, qidng li pd song” (A lazy person is
bound to be poor, and a poor person tends to be lazy), “Tou qian tou xiazi, qu

po yé qu mazi; Xiazi méi kong de, mazi méi song de.” (Stealing money from a
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blind person and marrying a pockmarked woman; the blind person has no time
to spare, and the pockmarked woman has no laziness in her.) Fangyan-Judn San
(Dialects-Volume Three): “Yong (mediocre person) is called song, which is a
transferred term.” Guo Pu annotated: “Nowadays, people in the Longyou area
(in the western part of the Qinling Mountains) call laziness song.” Wang Yi an-
notated: “Yong refers to lowly and humble people” ([2]: p. 312).

A larger number of words in the Donggan vocabulary come from modern Chi-
nese (referring to the vocabulary used from the late Ming Dynasty to the early
Republic of China), such as “zaohud” (nature, fate), “yingpan” (military camp),
“cdidong” (landlord, boss), “duitou” (opponent), “shithuan” (to employ), “pingst”
(usually), “fashi” (to open for business), “duanxiang” (to look carefully), “tanxian”

=

(to admire), “shidud” (to tidy up), “zudhud” (to work), “zdn jin” (to make efforts),
“géntou” (somersault), “dange” (to delay), “wénming” (to inquire about one’s name,
a part of traditional marriage procedures), and “hénghud” (prosperous, lively). Most
of these words are derived from Yuan Dynasty zaju (a form of traditional Chinese
opera) and novels of the Yuan, Ming, and Qing Dynasties. For example:

o Zaohud &l [tso44xuadd4]: Refers to nature, changes, and fate. The Donggan
people often like to talk about “zaohua” (fate) and “ytingi” (luck), and this word
is frequently used in both spoken and written language: “Zaohua lidn téu de
han, tai yAng ya shan, she 1li de xié hudn qu ne, wii dido héi’an.” (Sweat stream-
ing down due to fate, the sun setting, planning to go to rest, and darkness cov-
ering everything.) In the 17th scene of Hudng Xidoz (Filial Son Huang) by an
anonymous author of the Ming Dynasty: “Zaohua shéng nu zud déngxian,
zhuangyan quanti ju rén yan.” (Fate has made me an ordinary person, and I
have a complete and dignified human body with the ability to speak.) In the
second act of Hé Han Shan (The United Khan’s Shirt) by Zhang Guobin of the
Yuan Dynasty: “Qié xia shuo yin yang de zhé zaohua, xli l4i da gé de Dongyue
shénming, ta gudn ni shénme dupi Ii wawa.” (Don’t talk about this fate deter-
mined by Yin and Yang. The great god of Mount Tai will not care about the
baby in your womb.) In the second act of Hé/ Xudnténg (Black Whirlwind) by
Gao Wenxiu of the Yuan Dynasty: “Jinri zaohua di, ré chang da shiféi.” (To-
day, my fate is bad, and I have gotten myself into big trouble.) In Chapter 110
of The Complete Outlaws of the Marsh: “Xiongzhdng ji zhi zaohua wei tong,
hé gu bu l¢? Wanshi fén ding, bubi dud you.” (Brother, since you know that
your fate is not yet favorable, why are you unhappy? Everything is predestined,
so there is no need to worry too much.) In Volume 24 of fingshi Tongyin
(Stories to Warn the World): “Xidosan, ni zhé gou giitou, yé méi zaohua chi
zhe zizaj fan, kuai zhe z6u.” (Xiao San, you good-for-nothing, you don’t have
the luck to eat this easy meal, so hurry up and leave.) ([2]: p. 340).

e Chéafan MR [ts’a24f44]: Generally refers to food and drinks: “Jinr ér méi you
h3o chafan, women chi yi win limian.” (There is no good food today, so let’s
have a bowl of hand-pulled noodles.) In Volume 10 of Yushi Mingydn (Fa-

mous Stories to Enlighten the World): “Fuiqin jinnian qishijili, mingnian bashi
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qi tou le, hé bu ba jiashi jiaoxieé yl hai’ér zhdnggudn e, chi xié xianchéng cha-
fan, qf bu wéi méi?” (Father is seventy-nine this year and will turn eighty next
year. Why not hand over the family affairs to your son to manage, so that you
can eat ready-made meals? Isn’t that nice?) In Chapter 59 of The Plum in the
Golden Vase: “Li Ping’ér sixidng guan g&’ér, méiri hudng yanyan, lian chafanr
dou ldn dai chi” (Li Ping’er missed her son Guan Ge’er so much that she
looked haggard every day and even didn’t feel like eating.) ([2]: p. 324).

e Maizul ZM [meddtsuei51]: To boast or talk big: “Ta mai zui de ne, nd ydu
na hui shiqing.” (He is just boasting; there is no such thing.) In the first act of
Sishéng Yudn-Nii Zhuingyudn (Four Sounds of Apes-The Female Top Scholar)
by Xu Wei of the Ming Dynasty: “Bli shi wo Chan Tao mai zul, Chin Tdo ruo
kén gai zhuang yizhan, gudn qian qu tuod shou kui ming.” (It’s not that I Chun-
tao am boasting. If I Chuntao am willing to dress up as a man and take part in
the battle, I am sure to easily win the top scholar title.) In Chapter 84 of Journey
to the West. “Bajie mai zui dao pang bian: ‘Mama’ér mo shud héihua, women
dou hui féi li.” (Bajie boasted beside her: “Auntie, don’t speak in code. We can
all fly.”) ([2]: p. 334).

Many words used by the Donggan people in the late Qing Dynasty are rarely
seen in modern Chinese now, and even gradually forgotten in the northwestern
dialects. For example, they call “zhéngfii” (government) “yamén” (government office
in feudal China), “lingddo” (leader) “t6uzi” (head), and “dirén” (enemy) “duitou”
(opponent). Therefore, the study of the northwestern dialect words in the Dong-
gan language can supplement the ancient northwestern dialect words and reflect
the folk culture of a specific era.

3) Innovative Words

There are some innovative words in the Donggan language. With the tide of
historical development and the changes of the times, new things have emerged,
and the Donggan people have created words with their wisdom.

The innovative words in the Donggan language cover various categories. In
terms of occupations, there are words such as “bidohua de” (announcer), “kéxué
rén” (scientist or intellectual), “changjiazi” (singer), “xiéjiazi” (writer), “xitigai jia”
(architect), and “tidoydng jia” (educator). In terms of daily utensils, there are
“xidokan da” (magnifying glass), “ziwa huo” (lighter), “yayao” (toothpaste), and
“xitll j1” (vacuum cleaner). In the field of culture and education, the Donggan peo-
ple have created words like “jidotang” (classroom), “kdoshou” (examination), “cha-
kan hud” (reviewing test papers), “wawayuan” (kindergarten), “bidoshud” (to nar-
rate and explain), and “géishud” (to broadcast). These words are colloquial, reflect-
ing the Donggan people’s understanding of new things, enriching the Donggan vo-
cabulary, vividly explaining new things, and demonstrating the simplicity, dili-
gence, and wisdom of the Donggan people.

In terms of the formation of innovative words in the Donggan language, some
are created based on existing words. For example, the Donggan people call “méao
bi” (writing brush) “shénghua” (literally meaning “producing flowers”). Later,

when “gangbi” (fountain pen) appeared, they called it “gang shénghua” (literally
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meaning “steel flower-producing pen”).

There are also some words that are formed by combining words from the Dong-
gan language with those from other ethnic languages, becoming fixed phrases. For
example, “kan génnuo” (to watch a movie, a Chinese-Russian phrase), “da baza”
(grand market, a Chinese-Turkic phrase), “bayi laoye” (landlord, a Uyghur-Chinese
phrase), and “dong ndifiisi” (to lose one’s temper, a Chinese-Arabic phrase). There
are many such phrases in the Donggan language, that embody the inclusiveness and
multicultural integration of the Donggan language.

4) Loanwords

The Donggan people have lived in a multi-ethnic environment for a long time,
so their language has inevitably been influenced by the languages of other ethnic
groups during its use. They borrow some words from other ethnic languages,
which are loanwords. The Donggan language mainly borrows vocabulary from
Russian, Persian, Arabic, and Turkic languages.

Among the loanwords in the Donggan language, the largest number are bor-
rowed directly or indirectly from Russian, according to statistics by Donggan
scholar ®.H. Hawazi, there are as many as several thousand such words, account-
ing for approximately 7% of the total vocabulary of the Donggan language ([1]: p.
166).

The words borrowed from Russian in the Donggan language mainly relate to
military affairs, politics, daily necessities, and other fields. Examples include
“ba’érj1” (party, from Russian “naprus”), “wala” (long live, from Russian “ypa”),
“kamunisite” (communist, from Russian “kommynucr”), “daokétdolé” (doctor,
from Russian “mokxrop”), “génnuo” (movie, from Russian “kuno”), “tdkexi” (taxi,
from Russian “raxcu”), “futejia” (vodka, from Russian “Bogxa”), and “hélieba”
(bread, from Russian “xne6”).

In addition, the Donggan language has borrowed some Islamic vocabulary from
Persian and Arabic. For example, words like “htdd” (Allah, from Persian “13”),
“ndimdzi” (prayer, from Persian “ "), “shami” (bad luck, misfortune, from Per-

Ex]

sian “aw33”), and “dushiman” (enemy, from Persian “(«é2”) are borrowed from
Persian. Words such as “anla” (Allah, from Arabic “&), “musilin” (Muslim, from
Arabic “plws”), “gl’érbang” (Eid al-Adha, from Arabic “o@}g”), “douwa”
(prayer, from Arabic “sle2”), “bailid” (disaster, from Arabic “s>4”), and “yawabu”
(answer, from Arabic “4a)”) are borrowed from Arabic. Moreover, some names
of the Donggan people are also derived from Persian and Arabic, such as
“Muhanmodé” (Muhammad), “Ali” (Ali), and “Ayisha” (Aisha). These all reflect
the integrative characteristics and religious beliefs of the Donggan language.

The Turkic loanwords in the Donggan language have certain regional charac-
teristics. Some are borrowed from Kyrgyz, such as “alegai” (elder brother, from
Kyrgyz “amair”), “bajia” (brother-in-law, husband of one’s wife’s sister, from Kyr-
gyz “6ara”), and “sahat” (hour, from Kyrgyz “caar”). Some are borrowed from
Kazakh, such as “dongbula” (dombra, a two-stringed plucked instrument, from Ka-
zakh “mom6pipa”), “xiazdi” (now, from Kazakh “ceityac”), and “alash” (ancestor,

from Kazakh “Amanr”). There are also loanwords from Uyghur, such as “bazha”
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(market, farmers’ market, from Uyghur “)\ %), “balangzi” (child, from Uyghur
“YU), “tudyl” (wedding, from Uyghur “ss5”), “yakeéxi” (good, from Uyghur
“aly”), “yaman” (bad, from Uyghur “0«t”), and “hdimaisi” (all, from Uyghur
“a”),

The prepositions in the Donggan language have enriched the possibilities of
vocabulary expression in the Donggan language, but they have also caused assim-

ilation and dissimilation in its vocabulary and grammar.

3. Research Value of Donggan Vocabulary

3.1. Contributing to the Sustained Vitality of the Donggan
Language

With the acceleration of the bilingual and multilingual process of the Donggan
people in Central Asia and the popularization of Russian education, some groups
of the Donggan people are losing their mother tongue. A typical example is the
Donggan people living in the Osh region in the southern part of Kyrgyzstan. Ge-
ographically, most of the people who use the Donggan language live in rural areas,
while most Donggan people living in cities mainly use Russian, and the Donggan
language only serves as an auxiliary tool for them. Similar to the dialects in China,
most of the current speakers of the Donggan language are the elderly, women, and
children. Scholar Lin Tao believes that the Donggan language is gradually disap-
pearing in some regions and among some groups of people. The main reasons for
this situation include the influence of the multi-ethnic language environment, the
impact of dominant languages, inter-ethnic marriages, changes in attitudes to-
wards the mother tongue, and restrictions from official language policies. There-
fore, preserving and developing the Donggan language has become an urgent task.
In this regard, the study of Donggan vocabulary can raise people’s awareness and
understanding of the Donggan language and attract external attention. It is of
great significance for the protection and inheritance of the Donggan language and
Donggan culture, and for safeguarding the Donggan language, a wonderful over-

seas variant of Chinese.

3.2. Serving as Evidential Material for the Study of Northwestern
Dialects

The Donggan language still retains many ancient northwestern dialect words to
this day. With the development of the times and the nationwide popularization of
Mandarin Chinese, many dialect words have gradually disappeared from people’s
daily language, especially the old words used during the Yuan, Ming, Qing Dyn-
asties, and the early Republic of China. For example, “bangban” (a temporary as-
sistant set up in some institutions during the late Qing Dynasty and the early Re-
public of China, in addition to the person in charge or supervisor) [4].

However, the Donggan language has developed independently overseas. Alt-
hough it has also been influenced by the languages of other ethnic groups, it still

retains the basic characteristics of the former northwestern dialects, and many
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ancient dialect words are still in use among the Donggan people, which reflects
the independence of the Donggan language. Therefore, the Donggan language has
relatively completely preserved the ancient and modern Chinese vocabulary (re-
ferring to the vocabulary used from the late Ming Dynasty to the early Republic of
China) in terms of vocabulary, especially the modern Chinese vocabulary, provid-

ing reliable materials for the diachronic study of the northwestern dialects.

3.3. Promoting the Study of International Chinese Education

With the proposal of the “Belt and Road” Initiative, many students from Central
Asian countries have come to study in China, among whom are many Donggan
students from Central Asia. “The common national language of the Donggan peo-
ple takes the basic vocabulary and grammatical structure of the modern north-
western dialects of Chinese as its main body” ([1]: p. 28). Since most of the vocab-
ulary of the Donggan language is derived from the Shaanxi dialect, and its gram-
matical structure is also based on the Shaanxi dialect, the study of the development
process of the Donggan language makes it relatively easier for the Central Asian

Donggan students who have mastered the Donggan language to learn Chinese.

3.4. Facilitating the Construction and Dissemination of the “Belt
and Road” Initiative

The Donggan vocabulary reflects the social life and features of the Donggan peo-
ple. The study of the Donggan language can promote cultural exchanges among
ethnic groups along the Silk Road. “The Donggan language is an important com-
munication tool within the Donggan ethnic group, a link maintaining the emo-
tions of the Donggan people, an obvious symbol of the Donggan people’s ethnic
identity, a major feature of the Donggan ethnic group, and an effective way to
establish social connections and integrate into social networks” [5]. From an aca-
demic perspective, the study of the Donggan language can strengthen the connec-
tion between Chinese scholars and scholars from Central Asian countries; from
the perspective of language identity, it can enhance the ethnic identity of the
Donggan people; from the perspective of foreign trade, language is a tool for com-
munication, and the study of phonetics can promote trade between China and

Central Asian countries.

4. Dilemmas in the Inheritance of the Donggan Language
from the Perspective of Cross-Cultural Communication

Firstly, the Donggan language is surrounded by the languages of other ethnic groups
and faces the crisis of assimilation. Scholar Lin Tao points out that in the contact
between the Donggan language and the surrounding languages in Central Asia,
integration and dissimilation have occurred in its vocabulary and grammar. “These
integrations and variations have promoted the integration of the Donggan people
with various ethnic groups in Central Asia and the common development and

prosperity of the cultures of various ethnic groups in Central Asia. However, it is
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precisely these integrations and variations that make the development of the
Donggan language difficult and its future not optimistic” [6].

Secondly, the number of people using the Donggan language is decreasing.
“The Donggan ethnic group is a small ethnic group in Central Asia, accounting
for only 2% of the total population. The Donggan language can only be used
within Donggan communities and families and cannot play a communicative role
externally” ([2]: p. 2). Whether it is inter-ethnic marriages, the acceleration of ur-
banization, or changes in the attitudes of the Donggan people towards the Dong-
gan language, all these factors have led to a significant decrease in the usage rate
of the Donggan language, resulting in dilemmas in the inheritance of the Donggan
language.

Scholar Hou Yu believes that the current crisis in the inheritance of the Dong-
gan language and script mainly lies in several aspects: “the ‘dissimilation’ of the
Donggan language, the ‘imperfection’ of the Donggan script”, “the decline of the
Donggan language and script”, “the shrinkage of Donggan language teaching”,
“the decline of Donggan language media”, and “the decline of Donggan literary
creation and Donggan studies”. Therefore, how to protect and inherit the Dong-

gan language has become an urgent problem to be solved.

5. Exploration of Cross-Cultural Communication Paths of the
Donggan Language in Central Asia

To truly promote the “going global” of the Donggan language, it is first necessary
to maintain the integrity of the Donggan language. Based on Lasswell’s “5W
Model” (Who, Says What, In Which Channel, To Whom, With What Effect), we
can explore the cross-cultural communication paths of Donggan vocabulary from
five aspects: the communication subject, the communication content, the com-

munication method (media), the audience, and the communication effect.

5.1. “Communication Subject”—Self-Protection of the Donggan
Language and Donggan Culture

The best way to protect and preserve a language is to increase its usage. Wang
et al [7] made two trips to Central Asia in the 1990s and found that the Donggan
people had also attempted several approaches to protect the Donggan language.
The Donggan people have also tried some methods in the path of protecting the
Donggan language, such as creating the Donggan script time and time again,
developing education on the Donggan language and culture, creating Donggan
literary works, using Donggan language radio tools to spread Donggan culture,
and producing Donggan language TV programs. These are all excellent ways of
self-protection and inheritance. At the same time, adhering to their own cultural
behaviors, such as the Donggan people continuing the traditional wedding
form—the “Six Rites” (a set of traditional Chinese marriage procedures), is con-
ducive to protecting the integrity of the Donggan language. On this basis, the
Donggan people can create songs in the Donggan script and adapt Donggan
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ballads into songs, with music as a medium to make the Donggan script known
to the world.

5.2. “Communication Content”—Absorbing Nutrients from the
Chinese Language

The origin of the Donggan language is the northwestern dialects of Chinese. Fol-
lowing the principle of “returning to where it came from”, absorbing new words
and expressions from the northwest Chinese dialects can inject new vitality into
the Donggan language and also serve as a way to enrich the expression and com-
munication methods of the Donggan language. In addition, the Donggan lan-
guage contains numerous archaic Chinese words. For the explanation of certain
terms in the Donggan script, reference can be made to these archaic Chinese ex-
pressions. Incorporating classical Chinese texts and stories into textbooks will
help students identify the commonalities between the Donggan language and Chi-

nese.

5.3. “Communication Channel”—Education, Scientific Research,
and Online Platforms

At present, in the process of the Donggan people transitioning from a monolin-
gual to a bilingual ethnic group, a phenomenon of interrupted language inher-
itance has emerged. According to statistics from the National Statistical Com-
mittee of Kyrgyzstan in 2000, 3% of the Donggan people regard Russian or other
ethnic languages as their mother tongue [8]. Given the current situation, schools
can offer the Donggan language as an elective course to expose all students to it.
In addition, many universities in China have also enrolled a large number of
Donggan students, such as Northwest Normal University, Shaanxi Normal Uni-
versity, and Xi’an International Studies University. In terms of scientific re-
search, strengthening the exchanges between Chinese scholars and Donggan
scholars, conducting cooperative research on the Donggan language, and open-
ing up research channels for the Donggan language will be beneficial to the re-
search on the Donggan language. In addition, the development of the Donggan
script can be made into a documentary to bring the life and culture of the Dong-
gan people to the public’s attention; furthermore, online video calls can be used
to strengthen the ties between the Hui people in China and the Donggan people
in Central Asia.

5.4. “Audience”—Providing Strong Support for Donggan Language
Teaching

With the intensification of the multilingualism process, the Donggan people’s use
of the Donggan language is gradually declining. Scholar Lin Tao points out that
not all Donggan people use their mother tongue; only those living in rural areas
still insist on using the Donggan language in both family and external communi-
cation contexts [9]. The inheritance of a language lies in the joint efforts of suc-
cessive generations. Besides the informal exposure to the language within families,

DOI: 10.4236/0alib.1114946

11 Open Access Library Journal


https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1114946

X.T. Lei, D. L. Huang

language education at school is also an essential aspect. Students are the best in-
heritors of the Donggan Language. Therefore, we should provide Donggan teach-
ers with opportunities to receive Chinese language training in China, which offers
a strong guarantee for the development of the Donggan language teaching staff.
Sending Chinese language teachers to participate in the Donggan mother tongue
classes is also an effective means to safeguard the teaching of the Donggan Lan-

guage.

5.5. “Communication Effect”—Contributing to the Construction of
the “Belt and Road” Initiative

In recent years, with the proposal of the Belt and Road Initiative, exchanges be-
tween China and the Central Asian countries have become increasingly close.
Strengthening the inheritance and protection of the Donggan language can fur-
ther foster mutual understanding among peoples and harmony of public opinions
between the two sides. At present, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)
and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) act as the mechanisms and channels for
China and the Central Asian countries to carry out cooperation and dialogue. If
the influence of the Donggan script in the Central Asian countries can be contin-
uously expanded, it will further advance the economic and cultural exchanges be-
tween China and these countries.

6. Conclusion

The Donggan language, spoken by the Donggan people in Central Asia, is an over-
seas variant of the northwestern dialects of Chinese. It has high linguistic value,
especially in the study of Donggan vocabulary, such as promoting the study of
Chinese northwestern dialects, the study of modern Chinese vocabulary (referring
to the vocabulary used from the late Ming Dynasty to the early Republic of China),
and the study of the mutual influence between languages. However, due to various
reasons, the Donggan language is facing the crisis of extinction. Language is the
carrier of culture, and protecting a language means safeguarding its culture. How
to inherit and protect the Donggan language has become an important issue. The
“Belt and Road” Initiative proposed by President Xi Jinping has once again opened
up the path for international cultural exchanges. Central Asia has been a must-
visit place on the Silk Road since ancient times, and more open international co-
operation and exchanges with the Central Asian region will be inevitable. The
Donggan language and the northwestern dialects of China are homologous lan-
guages, and the study of the Donggan language can narrow the distance between
them. In response to the above problems, the author explores a new model for
inheriting the Donggan language from the perspective of the “5W Theory” in
communication studies, aiming to make a modest contribution to the inheritance

and protection of the Donggan language.
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