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The Semantic Changes of the Modal Structure “u % /bo £ thang i&” in
Southern Min( % ) Dialects

CHEN Man-jun
(College of Chinese Language and Literature, Jimei University, Xiamen Fujian 361021, China)

Abstract: The modal structure “bo thang % i#” appeared earlier than “u thang 7 i#” in southern Min dialect. It
is not the case that the word “u 7 and the word “w % u” simply make a affirmative and a negative respectively
to the modal verb “thang i@”. The first combination of “u 4 and “thang i@” is the need for pragmatic while the
first combination of “bo 7" and “thang " is the need for expressing a sense. After that, the “wu thang &i&”
and the “u thang # i occur semantic changes constantly along their respective tracks. The semantic changes
of both are multi-tracks and most of these semantic changes are in the development, because transitional phases
are widespread, and the situation of the three meanings coexisting is not rare. Those changes of both have both
commonality and individuality. The two modal structures not only have the same paths of semantic changes as
the modal verb of other languages, but also have the reverse paths of semantic changes in the modal verb of
these languages, and even can express a realistic deontic modality. What’s more, the two-way semantic
evolution of “u thang # i@” also breaks through the limitations of the same conceptual structure. These are all
rich and complementary to the theory of modality.

Key words: Modal Structure; Modality; Semantic Change; Southern Min( %) Dialect
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