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A Specific Feature in Lexical Change
in Chinese Dialects: The Role of Analogy

Abstract: This paper studies the history of the words representing the notions “three days
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from now,” “three days ago” and “evening” or “night,” by combining dialectal evidence
(Maps 1-5) and philological evidence available from written texts. It has been known that
Chinese words originally representing location or direction, along with those of many
genetically unrelated languages, changed to be used as components for representing the
notion of time. For example, in the standard language (Putonghua; PTH,) the words for
“morning” and “evening” are zaoshang and wanshang, respectively, in which the element
shang originally represented the notion “above, upper.” Expressions representing the
notions “three days from now” and “three days ago” do not seem to have been lexicalized in
Early Middle Chinese (3c—6¢) or at any time before that, just as is the case in present day
English. The two lexicalized forms waihouri (lit., “outer back day”) and xiangianri(lit.,
“preceding front day”,) appeared in the written texts of the Tang Dynasty (7c—10c). The
issue of our concern is why and how these forms changed to the present PTH form dahou-
tian and dagiantian. While the elements hou “back” and gian “front” were retained
(unchanged) and ftian “sky” is a simple replacement of the head ri “day,” there should not
have been any motivation for the initial elements wai “outer” and xian “preceding” to change
to a general adjective da meaning “big, large” or “elder.” The evidence that attracts us is the
existence of the forms e.g., laohouri, laogianri, which use another non-head element /ao
meaning “old,” and generally distributes in adjacent areas to those of wai. We assume that
the change from wai to lao, as well as from wai to da, was motivated by analogical associa-
tion with Chinese kinship terms, which use wai, lao and da as non-head determiners, e.g.,
waigong “maternal grandfather,” laoniang “maternal grandmother,” dage “elder brother.” As
for “evening” and “night,” PTH uses the two forms yeli and wanshang, which correspond to
the semantic division of English evening and night. One of our assumptions is that such a
division was brought about by the contact of two forms, yeli and wanshang, in the Jianghuai
area. We also assume that zaoshang and wanshang derived from the forms of “zao+X” (e.g.,
zaochen) and “wan+X” (e.g, wanxi) constructions, which once existed in Jianghuai.
Chronologically, the birth of zaoshang precedes wanshang. The change from zao+X to
zaoshang may have been motivated by phonetic and semantic declination of the substantial



HH AL

morpheme X. Presumably the choice of shang among others for the notion “morning” was
due to the analogy with that used in such words as shangyue “last month; lit., upper month,”
so that logically the form wanxia “lit., evening lower” is expected as the form for “evening.”
However, such a form eventually disappeared and changed to wanshang because of analogy
with zaoshang.
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