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A Study of the Habitual-Generic Category with the

Evidence from Chinese Dialects

FAN Xiaolei

Abstract This paper investigates the habitual-generic category based on the data from a
variety of Chinese dialects. First, it outlines a semantic classification of habitual-generic
meanings, which contains the following notions:

1. High Frequency: He often goes swimming.

2. Circumstantial Necessity: The river in the north will freeze in winter.

3. Habitual Nature: The Japanese eat raw fish.

4. Stative Property: John is smart.

These habitual-generic notions differ in dynamicity, and can form a dynamicity
hierarchy: circumstantial necessity = high frequency > habitual nature > stative property.
In this hierarchy, the notion on the left can accommodate more types of telic predicate than

those on the right.
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Second, this study presents a comprehensive description on the habitual-generic
markers of Chinese dialects. Six types of habitual-generic markers have been identified in
Chinese according to their related functions, which are listed below:

1. The irrealis zeroform: almost each dialect can use zero grammatical marker in
certain habitual-generic expressions, as it does in irrealis expressions.

2. The future marker: Southern Chinese often uses future modals, like yao ()
“want, will” , to express habitual-generic meanings.

3. The ability marker: Wu, Min and Yue dialects use ability modals, like hui ()
‘can’ , to express habitual-generic meanings.

4. The realis-existential modal: Min and Yue dialects use the realis-existential modal
you () “have’ to express a variety of habitual-generic meanings.

5. The realisHfocusing marker: Wu and Yue dialects often require the presence of the
realisHocusing marker de () (which is also the nominalization marker) in habitual—
generic expressions.

6. The durative marker: a variety of dialects employ the durative marker in habitual—
generic expressions.

Third, the differences of habitual-generic markers between Southern Chinese and
Northern Chinese are identified and accounted for. It is found that Southern Chinese
relatively prefers the pre-VP grammatical markers (i.e., modal verbs and adverbs) , while
Northern Chinese disfavors these, and prefers the sentencefinal particles, which serve as
post-VP markers. Although no clear boundary separates Southern Chinese and Northern
Chinese in this respect, the tendency is rather obvious. This study attributes this difference
to the fact suggested by Hashimoto ( 1978) that Chinese occupies an intermediate position
between the languages of North Asia and Southeast Asia. In other words, northern Chinese
dialects are in general closer to the SOV (i.e., head<final) languages in North Asia, while
southern dialects show more SVO (i.e., head-initial) characteristics like those languages in
Southeast Asia.

Finally, based on the investigation above, 1 propose a semantic map of habitual-
generics, as shown below, which demonstrates that the group of habitual-generic notions is
an important pivot area linking the tense-aspect-modality categories in the conceptual
space. The result of this cross-dialectic study of Chinese may reveal language universals

regarding the habitual -generic category to a large extent.
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