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Grammaticalization is a common phenomenon in the World’s languages. A
definition of grammaticalization is “the steps whereby particular items become more
grammatical through time” (Hopper & Traugott 2003:2); a typical example of

grammaticalization could be the evolution of the middle Chinese verb | ‘finish’ into
the Modern Chinese perfective marker “- | 7. Grammaticalization and

morphologization are overlapping concepts (Joseph 2007); the latter especially refers
to those cases when a content word becomes an affix (through a clitic stage; Hopper &
Traugott 2003). For instance, the Latin word mente (the ablative form of mens ‘mind”)
became a derivational affix of Modern French, -ment, building adverbs (as
habituellement ‘habitually’).

Modern Chinese and Chinese dialects all belong to the isolating type and,
accordingly, do not possess a rich morphology, the boundaries between morphs are
very stable and generally do not become blurred; basically, Chinese has no obligatory
inflectional morphology. Therefore, “in Chinese, a grammatical word or a clitic do not
further evolve into an inflectional affix, and they are often attached to the
neighbouring word to form a new lexical item, the original grammatical word or affix
becoming a morpheme inside this new word” (Wu 2005:25, my translation; see also
Lamarre 2009). The opinion that in isolating languages morphologization processes
cannot be completed is shared also by many Western linguists (Traugott & Heine 1991,
Bybee, Perkins & Pagliuca 1994, Bisang 1996); this is probably true if one considers
only data from Standard Mandarin Chinese. However, Lamarre (2009) already pointed
out that in some Chinese dialects one finds the so-called phenomenon of ‘changed
finals’ (3%#H), which can be regarded as a rather morphologized expressive device. As

an example, we shall quote some verbs from the Huojia dialect in which the unmarked



finals ai and uai have been altered to convey different grammatical functions (from
Wang 1999:136):

Completed action: FH (‘me) B

Continuing action / state: & I (se”) E&EN

Result: SEH (me”) Bk

In this talk, data on ‘changed finals’ from Chinese dialects, mainly verbs, will
be presented, and we shall evaluate the sistematicity of such phenomenon. We shall
compare the dialect data on morphologization to data from Mandarin and from Indo-
European languages, in order to deepen our understanding of the typological features

of Chinese dialects.
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