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Abstract

In the lexicon of Modern Mandarin, disyllabic words are the
majority, and among which most are compounds. Some of them
were formed through compounding rules and appeared as words in
the lexicon at the very beginning. However, some other disyllabic
words were derived from syntactic constructions, which under-
went a process of lexicalization. By definition, lexicalization is a
process in which a non-word form becomes a word over time, and
during this process, originally independent word becomes more
and more dependent and finally becomes part of a single word.

In the history of the Chinese language, there are three main
ways in which disyllabic words emerged and developed. First,
most of the disyllabic words emerged through the reinterpretation
of phrases containing two monosyllabic lexical words. Second,
some disyllabic words were fossilized from originally syntactic
structures comprising a grammatical word and a lexical word.
Third, some word strings that originally were not in the same syn-
tactic level and therefore did not form one constitute but only
were adjacent in linear order became a word over time. The book
discussed the three ways one by one.

As for the lexicalization from phrases, some Chinese linguists
already mentioned it in the past. However, they only gave some

instances randomly and did not study this phenomenon systemati-
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cally. Based on the findings of previous studies and combining the
diachronic and synchronic analyses, this book investigates this is-
sue in a more thorough and more theory-oriented manner.

The different stages that a phrase could go through during its
lexicalization are also investigated and explained. The disyllabic
word in Modern Mandarin is a prototype category rather than a
classical category. Some disyllabic words have pure lexical prop-
erties and do not have any phrasal property, therefore these
words are considered most typical; other words have both lexical
properties and phrasal properties, and therefore they are consid-
ered less typical. The degree of ‘wordhood’ of a disyllabic word
is directly related to the stages that it undergoes during its lexical-
ization. Based on historical documents, this book explores the
stages that a lexicalized form can go through and the correspond-
ing properties that it will possess at every stage.

Historical evidences show that all of the five main types of Chi-
nese phrases (i. e. coordinate phrases, subordinate phrases, verb-
object phrases, verb-result phrases, subject-predicate phrases)
could develop into words, although some phrasal types lexicalized
more easily than others.

Syntactic differences can explain the asymmetry with respect to
lexicalizational probability among the five phrasal types. The
conclusion is: those phrases that have a tendency to appear as a
key constituent of the sentence are more difficult to lexicalize
than those phrases likely appearing as a modifying constituent.

Within a same type of phrases, there still exists some discrepan-
cy among different subtypes with respect to the productivity of

lexicalization. The book accounts for this phenomenon from two
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aspects; the syntacfic distance and semantic features of elements
in the combination that undergoes lexicalization. The syntactic
distance of two elements determines to some degree the ease with
which the two elements can become a word. The closer the two
elements are to each other in the syntactic level, the more likely it
is for them to unite into a word. The syntactical closeness of two
elements is determined in the following way: the fewer syntactic
elements can separate them, the closer they are to each other. Se-
mantic features of elements are also closely relevant to the possi-
bility of the lexicalization of the combination. The general and
specific semantic constraints on the lexicalization of different
types of phrases are discussed in detail. The method adopted here
is as follows: firstly check the semantic features of the elements of
the disyllabic words that are still used in Modern Mandarin, and
put forward some hypotheses concerning the semantic conditions
of their lexicalization from corresponding phrases; then investi-
gate historical texts to verify the hypotheses. We find that there
is a principle of the lexicalization of different types of phrases:
only those syntactically and semantically less typical members of
phrases can become candidates of lexicalization.

Another path of lexicalization is fossilization of syntactic con-
structions that involve a functional word. Some originally very ac-
tive functional words, such as the nominalization marker suo ,
gradually lost their syntactic function over time. As a result, some
of the constructions involving the functional word were * fos-
silized’ and reanalyzed as a word. This kind of change were not
attracted much attention from linguists before, however, it is very

important. This book deals with it systematically for the first
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time.

Yet another path of lexicalization is reanalysis of non-constitu-
ent adjacent elements. Disyllabic words that developed in this
way are usually functional words, and their internal structure usu-
ally would become very “opaque” over time. This kind of lexical-
ization generally occurs in syntactic constructions with high fre-
quency.

Through the investigation of the three ways of the emergence
of disyllabic words, we find that there are cognitive and prag-
matic factors that could trigger lexicalization. Cognitive factors
include the psychological process of chunking, metaphor and me-
tonymy in thinking. Pragmatic factors include the absorption of
the meaning obtained from the context, the change of social and
cultural situation and the influence of foreign languages.

In the last part of the book, some frequently occurred phenom-
ena with respect to the semantic or functional change of disyllabic
words are discussed. This phenomena are the manifestation of
further lexicalization, which is a process that a lexicalized form
changes towards a more dependent direction with respect to the
relation between its elements. First, the internal structure of a
compound word derived from phrases can become vague and con-
sequently be reanalyzed. Second, the derivational relation within
a derivative can become unclear and consequently derivatives be-
come monomorphemics. Third, conversion may happen, espe-
cially disyllabic verbs tend to obtain more and more nominal
properties and thus the degree of transitivity will decrease accord-
ingly. The continuous process of further lexicalization may cause

ambiguity with respect to the word type: the judgement concern-
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ing whether one word is compound or derivative or monomorphe-
mic may vary from person to person. When a compound or a de-
rivative becomes a monomorphemic, it can combine with another
monomorphemic to constitute a phrase, and then a new cycle of
lexicalization can begin.

In some cases, evidences for the lexicalization of some disyllab-
ic words cannot be found from historical texts, but it cannot be
denied that lexicalization is a common and a wide-spread phe-
nomenon. The investigation of the lexicalization that can be
found enough evidence in the history will provide us with some
clues for those that are not evidenced in the documents.

The book also proves in a way that the combination of syn-
chronic and diachronic analysis is a very effective method in the
research of the history of Chinese language, since the mechanisms

for changes are almost the same in nowadays and in the past.
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