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Abstract

The Chinese term liuliang has undergone a three-stage semantic shift: from physical measurement
to data quantification, and further to social metaphor. This evolution is cognitively grounded in
conceptual metaphor, metonymic extension, and semantic network reconstruction, forming cross-
domain associations from material flow to data transmission and then to attention aggregation. At
the syntactic level, it exhibits part-of-speech expansion, strengthened syntactic functions, and
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collocational fossilization. The article further argues that these grammatical manifestations repre-
sent lexical functional expansion rather than typical grammaticalization; however, its collocational
fossilization and word-formation productivity already show a potential tendency toward grammat-
icalization. Four driving forces—technological innovation, the platform economy, sociocultural fac-
tors, and inherent rules of the language system—jointly propel the cross-domain semantic evolu-
tion and syntactic-functional expansion of liuliang. This reflects language’s adaptability to social
structural transformation and provides a typical case for understanding lexical evolution in Chinese
in the digital age.
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Table 1. A comparison of core features across the three stages of the semantic evolution of “Traffic”
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Figure 1. Diagram of multiple motivations for the semantic evolution and syntactic-functional expansion of “Liuliang” (Traffic)
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