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9.1. Introduction 

Grammaticalization is a process of linguistic change by which origi-

nally lexical elements gradually become specialized for grammatical 

functions1. It is a key mechanism of syntactic and semantic change in 

natural languages. Understanding how grammaticalization operates 

in specific linguistic systems allows us to grasp both universal tenden-

cies and language-specific developments.  

Since grammaticalization theory gained prominence in the early 

2000s, scholars have increasingly applied it to Chinese. One of the  

central issues that have emerged is why Chinese exhibits an unusually 

high number of grammaticalization cases involving verbs. We can say 

that the grammaticalization of verbs in Mandarin Chinese can account 

for a great number, if not the majority, of the grammaticalization cases 

observed (Ma 2014: 1; Xing 2003: 101). It is widely known for example 

that all of the Chinese preverbal prepositions (jieci 介词) emerged 

through the grammaticalization of verbs (Oota [1958] 2003: 231; Ma 

2002: 4; Ma 2014: 33).  

Past scholars showed that there apparently is a direct correlation 

between changes in verbal semantics and the emergence of new  

grammatical elements.  

This is the main reason why studying grammaticalization cases 

 

1  For more extended definitions of grammaticalization see: Heine et al. 1991: 51; 

Hopper, Traugott 2003: 1; Lehmann 2015: 11; Bybee et al. 1994: 4-5; Reinöhl 2016: 19-

23. 
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involving verbal morphemes which specialize in various grammatical 

functions is crucial to understand the phenomenon as a whole.  

Two notable contributions that exemplify different approaches to 

the study of grammaticalization of Chinese verbs are two works by  

Janet Xing and Ma Beijia, that will be discussed in the following  

sections. 

9.2. Previous research: Janet Xing and the rise of gram-

maticalization studies in Chinese 

Before Ma’s work, one of the most comprehensive attempts to  

describe the grammaticalization of verbs in Chinese has been Janet 

Xing’s study Grammaticalization of Verbs in Mandarin Chinese, whose  

approach combines syntactic, semantic, and typological perspectives, 

as is typical of studies that adopt grammaticalization theory as their 

theoretical framework. Xing was one of the first scholars to 

acknowledge that all verbs undergoing a grammaticalization process 

must necessarily pass through a serial verb stage2, as a core passage in 

the developmental cline from full lexical verbs to grammatical  

morphemes 3 . This process is characterized by three main syntactic 

changes: serialization, de-centralization, and ultimately functionaliza-

tion. These structural shifts are described as instances of syntactic rea-

nalysis, in which the surface form of the expression remains stable 

while its internal structure and function evolve, a definition she takes 

from Langacker’s notion of “syntactic reanalysis” (Langacker 1977: 58). 

From a semantic point of view, Xing gives a definition of two  

distinct types of original lexical meanings: the etymological source mean-

ing, which refers to the earliest attested meaning of the morpheme, and 

the grammatical source meaning, which is the specific meaning from 

which the grammatical function develops. Taking the 

 
2  Serial verb construction: «a sentence that contains two or more verb phrases or 

clauses juxtaposed without any marker indicating what the relationship is between 

them» (Li, Thompson 1981: 594). 

3  The definition of “cline” used here is the one provided by Hopper and Traugott: a 

series of small transitions from one category to another that tend to be similar in type 

across languages, and also «a metaphor for the empirical observation that cross-

linguistically forms tend to undergo the same kinds of changes or have similar sets 

of relationships, in similar orders» (Hopper, Traugott 2003: 6). 
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grammaticalization of the verb jiang 将 as an example, its etymological 

source meaning would be “to sustain” or “to command”. Through 

metaphorical extension, this meaning later developed into the more 

general sense of “to take”, which is the grammatical source meaning 

of the morpheme resulting from the grammaticalization process (Xing 

2003: 118). 

So, even before the grammaticalization process starts, semantic 

change is initiated through metaphorical extension, whereby concrete 

and specific meanings become more abstract and general.  

Xing identifies several motivational factors that explain why the  

serial verb construction lies at the core of verbal grammaticalization in 

Chinese, such as iconicity (especially the temporal sequence of the two 

verbs contained in the structure), semantic primacy (where one verb 

carries the core meaning), structural ambiguity, analogical extension 

and the principle of economy. These factors enable the reanalysis of 

the verb as a grammatical morpheme.  

Pragmatic interference is also essential and present in all stages of 

grammaticalization, as repeated contextualization usually leads to 

conventionalization.  

Finally, Xing highlights the importance of known typological  

features of Chinese, such as the lack of inflectional morphology and 

the reliance on word order and context, which create the right environ-

ment for the grammaticalization process. 

Xing’s study had a great impact on subsequent research on the 

topic. One of its strengths is the early recognition of the relevance of 

the serial verb construction in the grammaticalization of verbs in  

Chinese. Yet, this study presents a limitation common to many works 

on grammaticalization in Mandarin Chinese, that is its reliance  

exclusively on primary sources drawn from texts in Literary Chinese 

(Wenyan 文言), without incorporating dialectal data, an aspect that is 

more fully explored in the work of Ma Beijia, to which the next section 

is dedicated4. 

 

4  Given the limits of space of this article, it is not possible here to provide a more 

detailed account of the diachronic perspective within these two studies on 

grammaticalization of verbs in Chinese are situated. 
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9.3. New perspectives in Ma Beijia’s study 

Following the earlier work by Janet Xing, Ma Beijia’s book Hanyu 

dongci yufahua 汉语动词语法化  (Grammaticalization of verbs in  

Chinese) focuses on grammaticalization processes involving originally 

verbal lexemes that have been reanalyzed as grammatical morphemes. 

One notable difference between the two studies is the substantially 

broader range of data and case studies presented by Ma, encompassing 

eleven chapters and over a thousand pages of analysis. 

The first three chapters of Ma’s work outline the theoretical back-

ground of the study, introducing the basic principles of grammaticali-

zation theory with particular emphasis on the interaction between 

cognitive, semantic-syntactic and typological factors. The following 

chapters present an extensive number of case studies, grouped accord-

ing to the grammatical outcome of the grammaticalization process, for 

instance, from verb to preposition or from verb to adverb. Within each 

chapter however, verbs are further grouped according to their original 

lexical meanings.  

This classification reflects Ma’s recognition of the principle that 

verbs sharing similar original semantic functions tend to follow similar 

grammaticalization paths. At the same time, it also serves to demon-

strate that semantic change alone cannot fully explain the grammati-

calization of verbs, as other factors previously mentioned, such as 

cognitive, syntactic, and typological influences, must also be taken into 

account. 

Another notable contribution of Ma Beijia’s work lies in her atten-

tion to the interplay between verbal grammaticalization and the  

semantic and syntactic categorization of nouns. Unlike Xing, Ma  

emphasizes that the extension of a verb’s combinatory capacity (dapei 

nengli 搭配能力), i.e., its ability to co-occur with an increasingly wider 

range of nominal elements, is a crucial indicator and driving force in 

its grammaticalization (Ma 2014: 49). 

Drawing on a wide range of examples, Ma demonstrates that 

changes in the semantic subcategories of nouns, including shifts from 

inanimate to animate referents or from concrete to abstract meanings, 

can affect the nature of the verb’s argument structure and contribute 

to its reanalysis as a grammatical marker. 

For instance, the verb xiang 向, a verb originally with the meaning 
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“to point towards”, usually combining with inanimate nouns denoting 

direction, gradually extended its combinatory scope to include ani-

mate nouns, which facilitated its grammaticalization into a preposition 

(Ma 2014: 37-38).  

A similar pattern can be observed in the grammaticalization of the 

verb ba 把, originally meaning “to hold”, which is one of the most 

widely studied cases of grammaticalization due to its frequency as a 

grammatical morpheme. Among other changes, such as the already 

mentioned use as a serial verb, this morpheme underwent a shift that 

enabled it to combine with a broader range of noun types, allowing it 

to become an object marker within the disposal construction (chuzhi shi 

处置式) (Ma 2014: 367)5. In Ma’s view, such developments exemplify 

the typical process of semantic generalization that has been observed 

in grammaticalization theory more broadly (Heine et al. 1991: 17, 21; 

Hopper, Traugott 2003: 100-106).  

More importantly, she argues that the transformation of nominal 

categories not only reflects but also pushes the verbal grammaticaliza-

tion forward and may serve as an important clue for identifying its 

stages. This is another fact that can help us understand how syntactic 

and cognitive factors, such as the psychological tendency toward  

implicitness in language use, interact with semantic shifts in shaping 

grammatical change6. 

9.4. Accounting for diversity through dialectal data  

One of the most important innovations of Ma Beijia’s study is the stra-

tegic and comprehensive use of dialectal data at various points 

throughout the book. This constitutes an interesting development in 

 

5  The term “Disposal construction” refers to a syntactic structure in which the object 

of the sentence is moved from its original position in the SVO structure, thereby 

receiving emphasis. This construction, a language specific form of what is known in 

typological linguistics as “Differential object marking” (DOM, qubiexing binyu biaoji 

区别性宾语标记), can introduce a predicate that describes how an individual or 

object is treated or handled. In Chinese this involves the use of prepositions such as 

ba 把 or jiang 将 as markers of the anticipated object.  

6  On the psychological and cognitive tendency toward implicitness in language use, 

particularly in the context of grammaticalization, see Hopper, Traugott (2003: 63-66; 

81-85), where they discuss semantic bleaching and the inferential basis of 

grammaticalization. 
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the field of grammaticalization studies within the Sinitic language  

domain7.  

Obviously, the diachronic study of grammaticalization processes in 

Chinese cannot ignore data from the dialects, as they may preserve  

features typical of earlier stages of the language or attest to different 

outcomes of similar processes to those observed in the standard/ 

literary language. Dialectal data is often essential for historical linguis-

tics, yet dialects have long been neglected in applications of the gram-

maticalization theory to Sinitic languages. 

Ma Beijia’s main focus is on the grammaticalization of verbs in 

Mandarin Chinese and not on the dialectal varieties; however, her 

study does integrate dialectal data to look at certain grammaticaliza-

tion cases through different perspectives, enriching and deepening her 

observations. One of the most interesting cases can be found in her  

discussion of aspectual particles (Ma 2014: 63), where she highlights 

regional variation in the grammaticalization of zhe 着. Originally a verb 

meaning “to touch” or “to get”, zhe developed into a durative aspect 

marker in northern dialects, whereas in southern varieties it was rean-

alyzed as a perfective marker. In these southern dialects, durative as-

pect is instead expressed through more complex constructions derived 

from locative expression, for instance, *guanhai 关海 in Shanghainese, 

*laige 来个 in Hangzhounese, and *shici 是刺 in Wenzhounese8. This 

pattern confirms a broader grammaticalization trajectory of grammat-

icalization in Chinese, where spatial notions frequently give rise to  

aspectual and stative meanings. 

Further dialectal comparisons provide a new perspective on the 

analysis of verbs such as cong 从 and gen 跟, originally meaning “to 

follow” (Ma 2014: 262–265). In Mandarin, cong 从 was grammaticalized 

as a preposition marking motion from a point, while gen 跟 typically 

introduces a comitative phrase9. However, in some northern dialects, 

 

7  The term “dialect” is used here to refer to non-standard and non-canonical varieties 

of Chinese.  

8  As the original phonetic transcriptions of these dialectal forms are not provided by 

the author, Pinyin, the standard transliteration system for Mandarin Chinese is used 

here as an approximation.  

9  Nonetheless, the preposition gen 跟 may also be analyzed primarily as a source or 

origin marker in Mandarin; interpreting it as a comitative marker is made possible 

by contextual elements, such as the semantics of the main verb or the presence of 
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gen 跟 also retains older or parallel grammatical functions: it can indi-

cate motion from a location, a usage attested since Yuan-era sources, 

or function as a locative verb meaning “to be at”, much like zai 在 in 

Mandarin. These examples demonstrate how dialectal data can reveal 

alternative grammaticalization pathways not always visible in the 

standard language. 

As a last example of usage of dialectal data in this volume, in Chap-

ter 11 (Ma 2014: 1039-1040), Ma opens her discussion of semantic-syn-

tactic evolution by turning again to dialectal material. She shows that 

verbs often undergo processes of abstraction before becoming gram-

maticalized.  

For instance, as a modal predicative word meaning “to be allowed”, 

“to be possible”, northern dialects grammaticalized the verb xing 行, 

originally meaning “to walk”, while Wenzhounese grammaticalized 

yongzhao 用着, originally meaning “to put into use”. As a marker of 

perfective aspect, northern dialects grammaticalized the verb liao 了, 

originally meaning “to accomplish”, while southern varieties gram-

maticalized the verb you 有, originally meaning “to exist”.  

Conversely, the same word in the proto language has in some cases 

been grammaticalized into different functions, for instance shi 是, orig-

inally an anaphoric third person pronoun, has evolved as a copula verb 

in the northern varieties, whereas it has grammaticalized into a marker 

of perfective aspect in some southern varieties or as possibly a locative 

verb in dialects like Cantonese, Min, Hakka, and Wenzhounese. 

Ma even draws cross-linguistic parallels with English modals and 

auxiliaries, illustrating that the semantic recycling of existing lexical 

items into grammatical markers is a widespread tendency, grounded 

in common cognitive patterns across languages and cultures. 

Although the inclusion of dialectal data in a work that extensively 

analyzes Chinese verbs through the lens of grammaticalization theory 

is in itself a highly innovative contribution, the role of dialects in this 

study remains somewhat peripheral, and the majority of the grammat-

icalization cases analyzed in the volume do not include any mention 

to dialectal data. 

 
adverbs like yiqi 一起 “together”. 
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9.5. Conclusion 

Comparing Janet Xing’s work with the more recent study by Ma Beijia, 

not only highlights some key points of convergence, such as the central 

role of verbs in grammaticalization processes in Chinese, but also 

shows how methodological approaches have evolved over time. Both 

authors share a theoretical grounding in grammaticalization  

theory and emphasize phenomena like the connection between verb 

serialization and syntactic reanalysis. Both authors emphasize the  

interplay of cognitive, semantic, syntactic, and typological factors in 

grammaticalization. However, Ma expands the framework considera-

bly, not only by analyzing a much wider sample of verbs, but also with 

an attention on the mutual influence between verbs and nouns, thus 

demonstrating that changes in nominal semantics can actively drive 

verbal grammaticalization.  

One of the most innovative aspects of Ma’s work is her inclusion of 

dialect data, which enriches our understanding of grammaticalization 

paths and reveals patterns that would otherwise remain hidden if we 

focused solely on Mandarin Chinese and Literary Chinese. Dialects, 

often overlooked in previous studies on grammaticalization in Sinitic 

languages, emerge here as an important resource for reconstructing 

various grammaticalization processes.  

Ultimately, Ma Beijia’s volume not only updates and broadens 

Xing’s work but also points toward new directions for research in  

Chinese grammaticalization. Ma’s integration of dialectal data is espe-

cially valuable, as it reminds us that the study of linguistic change must 

take into account all the full range of structural and functional  

variation found in languages. 
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Revisiting the Grammaticalization of Verbs in Chinese:  

A Perspective Inspired by Ma Beijia 

Erica Lo Presti 

This paper offers an insight on the approach to verbal grammaticaliza-

tion in Chinese in the volume Hanyu dongci yufahua 汉语动词语法化 

(Grammaticalization of verbs in Chinese), by Ma Beijia 马贝加. The in-

novative aspects of this study are highlighted in comparison with a 

previous study by Janet Xing on the same topic. While Xing empha-

sizes syntactic reanalysis and semantic abstraction within serial verb 

constructions, focusing on Classical Chinese texts, Ma broadens the 

scope of analysis by integrating standard and dialectal data. Her  

approach combines cognitive, syntactic, semantic, and typological 

perspectives, examining the changing combinability of verbs and 

nouns to explain the process of their transformation into grammatical 

markers. The comparison highlights the value of dialect data in tracing 

grammaticalization processes and suggests new directions for the 

study of grammaticalization in Sinitic languages. 
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