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ABSTRACT 
This paper discusses some of the most hotly debated topics over the past 
few years on syntactic-semantic change in a functional-cognitive 
perspective and proposes a new model of grammatical change in Chinese 
by providing more solidly-based definitions of such notions as 
“grammaticalization”, “lexicalization”, “degrammaticalization”, “exaptation”, 
“reanalysis”, and “analogy” with respect to internal processes of change as 
well as external ones, specifically, borrowing through language contact or 
contact-induced change. It will be proposed that this model is constituted 
by just two internal mechanisms: reanalysis and analogy. Consequently, it 
will be argued that grammaticalization – which has been by far the focus 
of most of the studies on historical grammar in recent decades – is 
secondary. The processes of grammaticalization, lexicalization and 
exaptation will thus be viewed as sub-classes of reanalysis, while some 
“degrammaticalization”/lexicalization processes will be more aptly 
viewed as a sub-class of analogy. The main motivations (if not genuine 
explanations) for grammatical change will also be discussed, i.e. semantic-
pragmatic change, including mainly metaphorical extension, pragmatic 
inferencing or metonymization and (inter-) subjectification, as well as 
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others, such as phonological change. Concerning the third – and external – 
mechanism of change, it will be shown that the several universals and 
principles of borrowing that have been proposed remain rather ill-defined. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The two essential mechanisms said to account for the appearance of 
new grammatical forms remain roughly those identified by Meillet (1912) a 
hundred years ago: analogy and grammaticalization.1 Scholars working on 
diachronic syntax try to find answers to the four following questions: (i) 
“What motivates grammaticalization in the first place?  (ii) What 
mechanisms lead to it? (iii) What are its probable paths of progression 
through time? (iv) What are its end results?” (Hopper and Traugott 1993: 
32). A third and external mechanism has to be necessarily added to these 
two internal ones: external borrowing, but it is principally the second of 
these two internal mechanisms, i.e. grammaticalization, that has been 
extensively discussed and commented on over the past thirty years.  

The following issues have been much debated: (i) Does 
grammaticalization have any theoretical value?2 (ii) Is there any 
unidirectionality principle in grammaticalization and, above all, is this 
unidirectionality of theoretical importance? (iii) Are there 
“degrammaticalization” cases contradicting the unidirectionality principle, 
a term used widely today (Norde 2002, Heine 2003)? (iv) Is it necessary 
to apply the notion of exaptation, borrowed from biology, to linguistics, 
as suggested by Lass in 1990? (v) Are pragmatic inferencing 
(metonymization), metaphorical extension and subjectification the only 
main motivations for syntactic change, and hence the major mechanisms 
of semantic change? 

In this paper, I would like to propose a coherent model of 
grammatical change in Chinese by providing more solidly-based definitions 
of such notions as grammaticalization, “degrammaticalization”, exaptation, 
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structures that serve them – to the cooperative computation (competition 
and cooperation of diverse patterns of activity) of “schemas” or neural 
networks that underlie them. 

We pursue a neuroinformatics and neural modeling strategy: 

 Develop a database on macaque and ape brain regions which 
are possible homologues of human brain areas relevant to 
language, and add data on the connectivity of these areas in 
each species (Arbib & Bota 2006);  

 Develop further models, rooted in detailed macaque 
neurophysiology and neuroanatomy, of the mirror neuron 
system and other brain regions involved in sequential behavior 
in the macaque;  

 Extend these to models of the ape or human circuitry to see 
what needs to change to support observed behaviors. 

We may study data on communication, both in macaques (last 
common ancestor, LCA-m, 25 million years ago) and on chimpanzees 
(LCA-c, 5-7 million years ago), to gain data that might give relevant 
insights (Arbib et al 2008). 

Monkey alarm calls: The leopard alarm call for vervet monkeys 
(Seyfarth et al 1980) might be paraphrased as “There is a leopard nearby. 
Danger! Danger! Run up a tree to escape,” but the monkey has no access 
to equivalents of any of these words. Moreover, the motor pattern for the 
alarm call is innate. Such data support the view that the LCA-m ancestral 
communication system combines a limited set of species-specific calls as 
well as a limited set of oro-facial gestures expressive of emotion and 
related social indicators – with both sets being innate. 

Apes gesture as well as vocalize and at least some gestures in apes 
appear to be specific to one group rather than another, though there is 
debate concerning the latter claim (Halina et al 2013, Hobaiter & Byrne 
2011). Anyway, we posit that the LCA-c ancestral communication system 
may offer a gestural opening for language evolution: a limited set of 
species-specific calls still combine with a limited set of manual and oro-
facial gestures, but we are now sure the latter are products of social 
innovation. We stress, however, that in apes (and presumably in LCA-c) 
combinatorial properties for openness of communication are still absent. 
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Language is multi-modal: Human speech is accompanied by 
manual and facial co-speech gestures; co-speech gestures are even 
produced by blind persons talking to each other – highlighting the 
ancestral link between hand and language. Co-speech gestures are to be 
distinguished from the signs which form the elements of the signed 
languages (such as American Sign Language, ASL) employed by deaf 
communities – but the latter are fully expressive human languages. The 
key point is that the brain mechanisms that support language do not 
especially privilege auditory input and vocal output. Our key question is 
then: How did a capacity for multimodal language evolve? 

We define language-readiness as the capacity to acquire and use 
language and claim that having a “language-ready” brain does not imply 
“having language.” Biological Evolution provides the processes of 
genetic selection that gave modern humans a language-ready brain but we 
claim that it was Cultural Evolution, processes of non-biological, social 
selection, whereby our ancestors came to have a variety of languages as 
distinct from a protolanguage in the sense of a system of communication 
intermediate between ape-like vocal and gestural communication and 
human language. (This is distinct from the notion of protolanguage as the 
ancestral language for a language family posited in historical linguistics). 

We posit that early Homo sapiens , and at least their proximate ancestral 
hominids, has “early protolanguages,” and that cultural evolution in Homo
sapiens yielded a spectrum of increasing complexity, so that complex 
protolanguages became early languages perhaps 100,000 years ago (Arbib 
2008). In this process, symbols become words in the modern sense, while 
syntactic and semantic structures co-evolved to support an increasingly 
compositional semantics (with recursivity as an automatic corollary of the 
expression of meaning concerning hierarchical structures). Verb tenses or other 
circumlocutions arose to express the ability to recall past events or imagine 
future ones. And these emerging languages had to be learnable: a human 
language must contain a significant subset of symbolic structures learnable by 
most human children. 

Much of this remains conjectural. There is no single key to the 
evolution of language. Rather, there are many pieces of a jigsaw puzzle to 
be discovered and fitted together, and this requires insights from many 
subdisciplines, including: 
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but also of reanalysis and analogy, lexicalization, re-grammaticalization 
(Greenberg 1991), functional renewal, re-functionalization (Giacalone 
Ramat 1998), and hypo-analysis or under-analysis (Croft 2000), redefining 
their role and function in grammatical change.3 

This model of grammatical change, roughly outlined in Peyraube 
(2005), has only two internal mechanisms of syntactic change: analogy and 
reanalysis. Grammaticalization, “degrammaticalization” and exaptation are 
consequently secondary processes, and “degrammaticalization” (or rather 
“lexicalization”, as I will argue later that “degrammaticalization” and 
lexicalization are one and the same phenomenon) and exaptation have to be 
distinguished:  the first one belongs to both the mechanisms of analogy and 
reanalysis, while the last one belongs to only reanalysis. And there is still, 
of course, a third external mechanism: borrowing. Analogy (or 
generalization) thus comprises cases of “degrammaticalization” / 
lexicalization, while reanalysis comprises grammaticalization, 
“degrammaticalization” / lexicalisation and exaptation.  

But what do we mean precisely by analogy, reanalysis, 
grammaticalization, unidirectionality and “degrammaticalization” /  
lexicalization, and exaptation? What also could be the motivations – and 
not the genuine mechanisms – of the syntactic change? 

 
2. ANALOGY (OR EXTENSION) 

Hopper and Traugott (1993: 21) speak of “new paradigms (which) 
come into being through formal resemblance to already established 
paradigms.” McMahon (1994: 71) defines analogical extension as follows: 
“generalization of a morpheme or relation which already exists in the 
language into new situations or forms.” Another definition, which 
parallels the one usually given for reanalysis (see below), concerns the 
levels of structure. Analogy only modifies the surface structure and does 
not modify the underlying structure. 

Analogy does not represent a principle of grammatical change: 
“the fact that many reanalyses can be interpreted as analogical extensions 
does not make analogy a principle of change, least of all an explanatory 
principle” (Lightfoot 1981: 225).  As a matter of fact, analogy, as 
Kuryłowicz, (1949: 17), once said, is like rain water: it must take a 
certain path (channel, gutter, etc.) once it has fallen, but rain is not a 
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its tense and aspect category). Dangdai Yuyanxue 当代语言学

2007(1):1-13.  
______. 2009. Shilun Yuandai de Han’er yanyu 试论元代的“汉儿言语” 

(On the Han’er language of the Yuan dynasty). Lishi Yuyanxue 
Yanjiu 历史语言学研究 2:124-135.  
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提要 

本文从功能认知的角度讨论过去几年来争论最热烈的句法语意变化问

题，并提出一个关于中文语法变化的模型。该模型为基于变化的内在

处理和外部处理，尤其是语言接触导致的借用或者由接触引起的变化

的语法化、词汇化、去语法化、扩展适应、再分析与类比等概念提供

更具体的定义。 
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