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The Usage of Xiaode in Chinese Dialects and an Alternative Way of
Grammaticalization

SU Junbo

Abstract: In the dialects of northwest Hubei, Suizhou, as well as Qidong and Dongan in Hunan province, Xiaode
has the usage of suspected functions as a hypothetical marker, the semantic meaning of uncertainty, indicating
degree, and negation, etc. These usages are absent in Mandarin and other dialects, and there is no trace of their
origin or the process of their change in the historical documents of the Chinese language. If we attempt to explain
the grammaticalization of the usage of Xiaode in these dialects through the reanalysis of verbs (structures), it is very
difficult for us to find the ways and intermediate states through which the semantic meanings of action behaviors
such as “knowing, recognizing, understanding” are evolved into abstract meanings such as hypothesis, uncertainty,
negation, and a high degree of intensity. Nor can we clearly explain the ways and reasons for the acquisition of the
functions of connection, negation, and quantity indication. Through analysis, we have found that the emergence
of the usages of Xiaode in Chinese dialects, such as its suspected functions as a hypothetical marker, the semantic
meaning of uncertainty, indicating degree, and negation, does not involve changes in its own semantics. Instead,
it adopts a pragmatic pattern and is endowed with the context in which it is used. It is the result of the combined
action of the syntactic structure and the environment in which Xiaode is located, which is then transferred to
Xiaode. The grammaticalization of Xiaode provides a new way of grammaticalization, which is different from
the ontological grammaticalization of its own evolution and development. It is a kind of grammaticalization that
semantic function comes from external giving. The mechanism of grammaticalization is transfer, and the motivation
of grammaticalization is the competition between the two principles of “Saving effort” and “Clarity”.

Keywords: Chinese dialects; Xiaode; external giving grammaticalization; transfer
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