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Min Dialect and Its Evolution: A Discussion

LI Shu
( Faculty of Management & Administration ,

Macau University of Science and Technology, Macau )

Abstract: Contradictory to the assumption in the mainstream linguistics literature that Min Dialect -
volved from ancient Mandarin spoken in the middle part of China (i.e., Henan province) , some recent
studies argue that Min Dialect evolved from Wu Dialect rather than ancient Mandarin. Therc is some
evidence revealing that, since the reclamation of Fujian, the majority of the new settlers had migrated
from Zhejiang, which is in turn reflected in the similarity of naming dwelling between the residents in
Zhejiang and the immigrants in Fujian. Inspired by such a finding, the present paper examines closely
the existing evidence by analyzing place names in Fujian Province and Zhejiang Province as well as
analysing character-pronunciation. [t is then rcasoned that, for those who support the argument that
Min and Wu are from the same dialect {amily, the preferred evidence would be the finding of various
character-pronunciation, accent and place name which could only be found in both Fujian and Zhejiang
but not elsewhere, and on the other hand, for those who are against the argument, the favourite evi-
dence would be the collection of character-pronunciation and place names which could only be found in
Fujian but not in Zhejiang or the collection of character-pronunciation and place names which could on-
ly be found in Zhejiang but not in Fujian. 2 X 2 contingent tables demonstrate that both supportive and
unsuppartive evidence could be casily granted by looking into both Min Dialect and Wu [ialect. In ad-
dition, some very unique character-pronunciation (c.g. , the verbs “kiss” and “give me a hand”) and
place names (e.g., 12" and “J&” )used in Fujian are deliberately illustrated in the present study, sug-
gesting that the semantic distance between Min Dialect and some non-Chinese languages (such as Eng-
lish, Japanese and Malay) is much closer than that between Min Dialect and other Chinese dialects. In
summary, mixed evidence of rclationship between ancient Mandarin and the two dialects is somewhat
at variance with the assertion that, analogously, ancient Mandarin could be seen as grandfather, Wu
Dialect as father and Min Ihalect as children or grandchildren.

Key words: Min Dialect; ancient Mandarin; Wu Dialect; place name analysis; character-pronunciation

analysis



