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The Origin and Grammaticalization Mechanism of the
Potential Marker [xa'”’] in Chinese Dialects of the Gan-Qing
Hehuang Region: A Case Study of Menyuan, Qinghai

Huanan E, Chunfang Min

Lanzhou University

Abstract

The potential marker [xa'"’] is a shared feature across Chinese dialects in the Gan-Qing Hehuang

region. In the Menyuan dialect, this marker is suffixed to two types of verb-complement structures
— “VC” (resultative/directional complement) and “V [xa'’]” (phase complement) — forming “VC
[xa'"*]” and “V [xa” xa'?]” constructions to express potential meanings. Through a systematic
investigation of the expressions of potential meaning in the Menyuan dialect, and by comparing
them with those in other Northwestern Chinese dialects and various SOV minority languages in
the Gan-Qing Hehuang linguistic area, this paper reveals the grammaticalization mechanism of
the post-verbal potential marker [xa'"’]. The marker undergoes a three-stage grammaticalization
pathway: phase complement > pseudo (potential) complement > potential marker. In this process,
the phase complement [xa''”] acquires a potential interpretation in irrealis, non-factive contexts
through pragmatic inference and is reanalyzed as a pseudo (potential) complement. Subsequently,

LT3

under the contact influence of the neighbouring SOV languages’ “verb + modal verb + particle”

structure, it extends to positions after VC and develops into a dedicated potential marker. The
study concludes that the formation of the post-verbal potential marker [xa'"’] in the Menyuan
dialect results from the interplay of inherited mechanisms of Chinese and language contact,
representing both a product of Chinese-internal grammaticalization and a typical manifestation of

language contact in the Gan-Qing Hehuang linguistic area.
Keywords

Qinghai Menyuan, Chinese dialect, potential marker, language contact, grammaticalization
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