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The Bleaching Mechanism and Grammaticalization Hierarchy of the Chinese Affix Lao —
Also on Its Synchronic Functional Differences

Liu Zhu

Soochow University, China Jiangsu Suzhou 215031

Abstract: The original lexical item Lao in modern Chinese is a content adjective primarily denoting advanced age and
long duration. In the course of long-term linguistic evolution, it has gradually deviated from its original lexical meaning
and presented a prominent semantic bleaching tendency in diverse contexts. Especially in word-formation systems,
Lao is no longer restricted to age indication, but has developed multiple pragmatic functions including appellative
marking, affective evaluation, stylistic coloring and pragmatic intensification. Taking the prevalent Lao+X constructions
in modern Chinese as the research corpus, this paper adopts grammaticalization theory and synchronic analytical
methods to systematically explore the bleaching mechanism, grammaticalization hierarchy and functional distinctions
of Lao. The results reveal that driven jointly by semantic weakening, structural fossilization and pragmatic expansion,
Lao has evolved from a content adjective toward a quasi-affix. In different constructions, Lao varies distinctly in
grammaticalization degree, and its functions are constrained by stylistic registers, social relations and communicative
intentions. This study holds that the grammaticalization of Lao embodies the major tendency of colloquialization and
subjectivization in modern Chinese, and also reflects the dynamic evolution of Chinese affix system from looseness to
stabilization.
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