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Language Change and its Historical, Geographical Factors
—Puxian dialect: a combination of Eastern and Southern Mins
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Abstract
This dissertation is a study of Puxian dialect and focuses on the comparative
analysis of Eastern Min (EMin), Puxian and Southern Min (SMin) phonology, which
all belong to coastal Min dialects. Optimality Theory is adopted here to offer a
theoretical explanation for language/dialect contact and change.

From the comparison of sound changes in the three areas, we find Puxian has
been aggressively participating in various phonolical changes of coastal Mins,
including the denasalization of ancient nasal initials (SMin), regressive place
assimilation (SMin), progressive manner assimilation (EMin), coda simplification
(EMin), vowel harmony (EMin) etc. These sound changes in Puxian differ in some
way from those in the other two dialects. For example, the outputs of
denasalization in SMin are voiced obstruents, but they are voiceless obstruents in
Puxian; and in the progressive manner assimilation of EMin, only velar
consonants would disappear between vowels, but both velar and labial consonants
vanish during this change of Putian.

Generally speaking, the surface phonological structure of Puxian is the most
unmarked among the three. For instance, in the interaction of adjacent coda and
onset within a word, a compound word like red nose /ay p"i/ would surface as
[am p"i] in SMin, [an mi] in EMin, and [am mi] in Puxian, which shows a
combination of EMin and SMin in a sense. In sum, Puxian has absorbed
high-ranked phonological constraints from both E. and S. Mins to make its surface
form less and less marked.

In the theoretical analysis, we argue that language change can be explained
with constraint re-ranking in OT. Since a large scale of language change is
triggered by the interaction of language external factors (like language contact) and
internal factors (Aitchison, 2001), a large scale of constraint re-ranking would
only occur for the same reason. There are two major constraint re-ranking in
diachronic Puxian phonology. After it underwent the sound changes of colloquial
stratum with SMin, Puxian first came across a ranking competition between
colloquial and literal strata, and then, it incorporated a large amount of EMin
highly ranked phonological (markedness) constraints into its previous ranking.

The sound change of language contact, in our opinion, can be classified into
two types, geographical feature spreading and creolization. The main difference
between them is the way of constraint re-ranking. The former type features the
promotion of markedness constraints, i.e., the markedness constraints become
highly ranked and the influenced language shows The Emergence of The
Unmarkedness. And the process of creolization is just a ranking competition
between the related languages. Puxian and most Chinese dialect contacts belong to
the first type.
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