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Semantic Features and Grammaticalization of
the Modal Particle “lai (2§ )” in Chinese Dialects

WU Ying

(School of Humanities, Hunan University of Science and Technology, Xiangtan 411201, China)

Abstract: The sentence-final particle “lai(3})” in Chinese dialects exhibits three types, i.e. temporal-
aspectual particle, modal particle, and a particle expressing both temporal-aspectual and modal functions. The
core meaning of the sentence-final modal particle “lai(3¢)” is that “the speaker imparts propositional content
they affirm or confirm to the hearer, while harboring a psychological appeal for the hearer’ s response.” The
different modal meanings expressed by “lai ()" are pragmatic variants arising from the interaction of this
core meaning with specific contexts. The modal particle “lai(2}¢)” can be used in sentences describing both
realized events (already happened) and unrealized events (yet to happen). These usages all derive from the
grammaticalization of its temporal-aspectual functions. The temporal-aspectual particle “lai(3f¢)” can express
both “past” and “future” time, because it can adopt either the speaker’s location or the hearer’s location as its
vantage point. The core meaning of affirmation or confirmation associated with the modal particle “lai(f)”
stems from the semantic persistence of “lai(3f)” original meaning of “completion” or “realization”.

Key words: Chinese dialects; modal particle “lai (3)” ; semantics; grammaticalization
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