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Dialectal morphemic inversion words are a noteworthy lexical phenomenon in
Chinese. Taking Wuxi dialect as the research object, this paper sorts out 32 groups of
morphemic inversion words corresponding to Mandarin Chinese on the basis of defining the
concept of morphemic inversion words, through literature collection and interviews with
native speakers. It systematically analyzes these words from three dimensions: word-
formation patterns, semantic relations and word order features. The morphemic inversion
words in Wuxi dialect are dominated by coordinate isomorphic words, and their semantic
differences are mainly affected by the changes of morpheme meanings; heteromorphic
words involve various structural changes, reflecting the word order tendency of placing the
subject component in the front and the descriptive component at the end. This study
provides empirical support for the description of inversion words in Wu dialect, and lays a
foundation for the cross-dialectal typological comparison and the discussion on the
evolution mechanism of inversion words.
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Morphemic inversion words are a special lexical phenomenon in Chinese. There are many
morphemic inversion words within Mandarin Chinese, such as "miféng (honeybee)" and "féngmi
(honey)". When comparing dialects with Mandarin, this phenomenon also widely exists in dialects.
Since the 1980s, the academic circle has begun to identify the phenomenon and summarize corpora,
and has gained a preliminary understanding of the morphemic inversion word phenomenon in some
dialects. Xiang Mengbing [1] first determined the nature of dialectal inverted words, explaining that
they are an inherent and important feature of Chinese dialectal vocabulary rather than accidental
occurrences. After that, scholars such as Liu Xunning [2], Zhang Chong [3], Zhang Guangming [4]
and Zhang Chengcai [5] respectively listed examples of inversion words in Qingjian dialect of
northern Shaanxi, Yanchuan dialect, Xinzhou dialect and Shangzhou dialect with example sentences.
Early studies had a narrow scope, mostly focusing on individual dialect cases, and were mainly
based on collection and enumeration with insufficient analysis. Subsequent studies gradually broke
through the limitations of early listing, and the research objects further expanded from local northern
dialects to the south, covering a wider range. Huang Xiaoya [6] analyzed the inverted words in
Guangzhou dialect and revealed that the evolution of dialectal inverted words is influenced by the



common language. Zhang Wei [7] extended the research perspective of the evolution of dialectal
inversion words to the historical level. The academic circle further carried out systematic
investigation and analysis in multiple dialect areas. Fu Qiwu and Liang Xian [8] distinguished
"inversion" and "inverse formation" taking Hainan Min dialect as an example; Li Zhongwei [9]
analyzed the pragmatic differences of inversion words in Chongqing dialect; Wang Danting and
Ding Aixia [10] combined ancient and modern literature corpora to conduct textual research on the
historical evolution and semantic transformation of morphemic inversion words in Lianyungang
dialect; Tian Xiaolin and Li Fei [11] investigated the inversion words borrowed from Yue dialect in
Hong Kong-style Chinese, and corrected the structural cognition of modifier-head gender morpheme
postposition words; Qiang Weishan and Li Wei [12] sorted out 33 pairs of commonly used
morphemic inversion words in Shanxi dialect, and clarified the definition standards and type
characteristics. Wang Ying [13], Ma Junli and Zhang Yaohui [14] respectively studied typical
individual cases such as "jieshao (introduce)" and "shaoji¢ (introduce)", "zhéngjing (strive)" and
"jingzhéng (compete)", traced the evolution trajectory of individual inversion words from ancient
times to the late ancient times, and revealed the influence of semantic orientation changes on the
retention and replacement of dialectal inversion words.

At present, the research on dialectal inversion words has formed a pattern of multi-dialect
coverage and integration of synchronic and diachronic perspectives, and there is a systematic
understanding of the characteristics and functions of dialectal inversion words. However, there is a
lack of systematic theoretical innovation in the study of their evolution laws. Zhang Wei [15] used
Optimality Theory to analyze the morphemic inversion words in Guanzhong dialect, summarized 13
elimination and retention patterns, and explained the grammaticality and harmony of different
inversion word forms by constructing a hierarchical sequence of constraints. In addition, there is still
room for expansion in the extraction of cross-dialectal common laws and the comparative study of
various dialects and ancient Chinese.

The goal of this paper is to explain what systematic laws the morphemic inversion words in Wuxi
dialect follow by analyzing the inversion phenomenon between Wuxi dialect and Mandarin, and
what are the internal motivations and restrictive conditions for the formation, retention and
replacement of the inversion phenomenon. At the same time, it collects more extensive dialectal
materials and conducts cross-dialectal comparative research, aiming to extract the common
characteristics and regional variations of dialectal inversion words in terms of word-formation types,
semantic relations and usage functions, and explore whether they reflect certain fixed tendencies of
Chinese dialectal lexical word-formation methods.

Regarding the definition of dialectal inversion words, early scholars such as Zhang Guangming and
Liu Xunning directly took Beijing dialect as a reference, defining inversion as the reverse order of
word-forming morphemes in dialects compared with Beijing dialect. From a diachronic perspective,
Zhang Wei believed that dialects and Mandarin respectively inherited different orders of inversion
words in ancient Chinese, or dialects retained both orders. Qiang Weishan and Li Wei strictly
defined the morphemic inversion words in Shanxi dialect as words with the same constituent
morphemes and related semantics.

To improve the feasibility of the research and clarify the research boundary, this paper
synthesizes various viewpoints and adopts a synchronic definition of morphemic inversion words



with Mandarin as the reference: the morphemic inversion words in Wuxi dialect referred to in this
paper are disyllabic compound words that have the same constituent morphemes but reversed
morpheme order compared with Mandarin, that is, there is AB order in Mandarin and BA order in
Wuxi dialect. The AB-BA inversion words within the respective systems of Mandarin and dialects
are not considered.

2.2. Data sources and corpus collection

This paper mainly focuses on the comparative analysis of morphemic inversion words between
Wuxi dialect and Mandarin. In the collection and selection of corpora, this paper mainly adopts the
literature collection method and interview method. The core vocabulary used is mainly derived from
existing literature, and is screened, confirmed and supplemented through interviews with a native
speaker.

The initial corpus collection is mainly based on the following two professional literatures on
Wuxi dialect vocabulary research:

Literature 1: In A Study of Vernacular Vocabulary in Wuxi Vernacular Newspaper, Qu Yanan [16]
collected and sorted out 52 pairs of two-order morphemic inversion words and 37 single-order
morphemic inversion words in Wuxi Vernacular Newspaper. This paper directly showed these words
to the native speaker and asked the native speaker to identify which of these words belong to Wuxi
dialect.

Literature 2: From the "classified word list of Wuxi dialect" sorted out in the literature A Study of
Wuxi Dialect Vocabulary, a total of 16 words with reversed morpheme order compared with
Mandarin vocabulary were screened out.

After removing duplicate inversion words, a total of 29 potential Wuxi dialect inversion word
corpora were obtained through the above literature.

To ensure that the selected words belong to modern Wuxi dialect and are still in use, the author
then conducted a second verification by interviewing the native speaker. The author presented the
initially collected word list to the native speaker of Wuxi dialect. The native speaker carefully
identified and screened these words, excluding some non-Wuxi dialect words or words that are no
longer commonly used. The author also asked the native speaker about the differences in the
meanings of the screened inversion words compared with those in Mandarin, as well as their
specific usage and context in daily conversations, providing contextual information for the
subsequent semantic analysis. During the interview, the native speaker supplemented a few
inversion words that were not included in the literature but are actually used into the research objects
according to their introspective linguistic experience, further enriching the corpus.

Through the screening and collection of corpora, 32 pairs of morphemic inversion words were
finally collected for comparative analysis, as shown in Table 1. In each pair of words, the left one is
the Mandarin vocabulary (AB order) and the right one is the Wuxi dialect vocabulary (BA order).
For the convenience of expression, the two words that are mutual inversion words are called a pair
of inversion word pairs in this paper.

Table 1. Mandarin-Wuxi dialect morphemic inversion word list

Xhuan—= - Qianlian—= " qpin Wwishi Zhangpeng = ponao-Naore  -awAng
Huanxi Liangian Péngzhang Winglai

Yinggai— o P, <o Guangyao— L o
Gaiying Liqi—AQili Zhéngqi—Qizhéng Jidu—Duji Yaoguang Didao—Daodi




Table 1. (continued)
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Zhiri—Rizhg ~ 2Wolido— Lidngguang— 5 ¢ Réngong Waichi—Chawai | ansheéne—

Liaozuo Guangliang Shéngtian

Furi—Rufu  Yéxiao—Xiaoye Yueliang—Liangyué  Yaojin—IJinyao Luqu—Qulu Qitqian—Qianqia
Zhuanhuan—

Dap¢i—Peida  Butie—Tiebu Huanzhuin

3. Analysis of morphemic inversion words in Wuxi dialect

In the analysis of morphemic inversion words, the investigation of word-formation patterns is an
important link in grammatical analysis. The so-called word-formation pattern refers to the structural
relationship between morphemes within a word, such as coordinate, modifier-head, verb-object,
subject-predicate, complement, etc. When the same group of morphemes are combined in different
orders, their internal structural relations may remain the same or change, which in turn affects the
meaning and function of the word. Therefore, classifying inversion words according to whether their
word-formation patterns are consistent helps to deeply observe the structural laws behind word order
changes.

We can divide the 32 groups of morphemic inversion words into two categories according to
whether the word-formation patterns of the two words in a pair of morphemic inversion words are
consistent: those with the same word-formation pattern between the Mandarin AB order and the
Wuxi dialect BA order are called "isomorphic words"; those with different word-formation patterns
are called "heteromorphic words". The specific classification is shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Word-formation analysis of morphemic inversion words in Wuxi dialect

Xihuan—Huanxi, Qianlian—Lianqian, Shiwu—W?ushi,
Zhangpeng—Péngzhang, Rénao—Naore, Laiwang—Wanglai,

Coordinate— Yinggai—Gaiying, Liqi—AQili, Zhéngqi—Qizhéng, Jidu—Duji,
Morphemic inversion Coordinate Guangyao—Yaoguang, Didao—Daodi, Yéuyan—Yanyou, Ludst
isomorphic words —Silué, Yaojin—IJinyao, Luqu—Quilu, Qifigian—Qiangqit, Dapéi
—Pe¢ida, Butie—Tiebu, Zhuanhuan—Huanzhuin
Modifier-head— Gongrén—Réngon,
Modifier-head £ gong
Coordinate—Modifier- . i _
head Shéngxidng—Xiangsheng
Verb-object—Subject- - wan— Wanzhuiin, Zhaohud—Hudzhdo, Zhiri—Rizht
predicate
o ) Modlﬁer—.head— Zuoliao—Liaozuo, Liangguang—Guangliang
Morphemic inversion Coordinate
heteromorphic words ifier- _
P Modifier-head Waichi—Chiiwai, Tiansheng—Shéngtian
Complement
Modifier-head—

Subject-predicate Fura—Rufl, Yéxido—Xiaoye
Subject-predicate—

Modifier-head Yuéliang—Liangyué




It can be seen from Table 2 that morphemic inversion isomorphic words account for the majority,
and most of them belong to the "coordinate—coordinate" category. In this category, the two
morphemes A and B contained in a pair of mutual inversion words are mostly of the same
morpheme type, such as verbal morphemes, adjectival morphemes or nominal morphemes. The two
morphemes are not only similar in meaning to each other, but also jointly constitute the meaning of
the whole word, with no obvious distinction of priority or sequence, and are close to the meaning of
the whole word. For example, in "Xihuan—Huanxi", the definitions given in The Contemporary
Chinese Dictionary (7th Edition) are as follows:

Xihuan: € v. have a good impression of or be interested in people or things. @ adj. happy; glad.

Huanxi: € adj. happy; glad. @ v. like; love.

Xi: @ adj. happy; glad. @ celebratory; celebratory event. @ be fond of. @ v. (of a certain
organism) be suitable for a certain environment; (of a certain thing) be suitable for matching with
something.

Huan: € happy; glad. @ dial. adj. energetic; active.

In this case, the change in the order of morphemes A and B has little impact on the change of the
meaning of the whole word. This phenomenon also exists within the same language system, such as
"linghtin (soul)" and "hunling (soul)" in Mandarin. It can be seen that the morpheme order of
coordinate compound words has high reversibility when the morpheme meanings remain
unchanged.

However, some inversion words among isomorphic words have differences in meaning and
usage, which are mostly caused by changes in morpheme meanings. For example, in "Qianlidn—
Liangian", the morpheme meaning of "qian" is "involve", and the morpheme meaning of "lian" is
"connect". In the Mandarin word "Qianlidn", the overall meaning focuses on the "involve" meaning
of "qian". The definition in The Contemporary Chinese Dictionary (7th Edition) is: @ adversely
affect other people or things due to the influence of a certain person or thing. @ be linked together.
It often appears in more formal and serious contexts, such as "This case involved many people";
while in the Wuxi dialect word "Liadnqian", the morpheme meanings of "qian" and "lidan" have not
changed much, but the overall meaning focuses on "lidn", and the semantics tend to be "coherent
and fluent", and the usage scenario is more colloquial, such as "He can't get this thing straight".
Similarly, "Yo6uyan—Yanyou" also belongs to this category, but the semantic weight of morphemes
within the word is not equal, leading to the differentiation of the meaning of the whole word. In the
observed coordinate inversion words with related or unrelated meanings, the morphemes with higher
semantic contribution and greater information weight are mostly placed in the front position, while
the morphemes with lower contribution are placed at the end, playing a role in supplementing,
extending or strengthening the meaning of the front morphemes.

We can classify the degree of semantic association of inversion words:

Synonymous: having the same meaning and being basically interchangeable.

Near-synonymous: having similar meanings, or having the same meaning in some senses, with
subtle differences in usage, color or scope, and being interchangeable in some cases.

Related: having associated meanings but great differences, and being interchangeable only in
very few cases.

Unrelated: having no associated meaning and being non-interchangeable.



Table 3. Semantic association of morphemic inversion isomorphic words

Synony

mous Rénao—Naore, Liqi—Qili, Zhéngqi—Qizhéng, Jidi—Duji, Luési—Si1lud

Near-  Xihuan—Huanxi, Laiwang—Wanglai, Yinggai—Gaiying, Guangyao—Yaoguang, Zhangpeng—Péngzhang,
synonym Didao—Daodi, Yaojin—Jinyao, Luqu—Qulu, Qitigian—Qiangia, Dapéi—Péida, Butie—Tiebu, Zhuanhuan

ous —Huanzhuén
Related Qianlian—Lianqian, Shiwu—Wushi
Unrelate

d Gongrén—Réngong, Youyan—Yanyou

According to the above semantic association analysis of isomorphic words, we can also classify the
degree of semantic association of heteromorphic words as follows:

Table 4. Classification of semantic association degree of heteromorphic words between Wuxi dialect and Mandarin

Shengxiang—Xiangshéng, Zhuanwan—Wanzhudn, Zhaohu6—Hudzhdo, Zhuri—Rizhu, Yuéliang—

Synonymous Liangyue, Fliri—Riifii, Yéxido—Xiaoye

Near- . oy _ o= e PR, - oy
synonymous Shengxiang—Xiangshéng, Waichi—Chiiwai, Tianshéng—Shéngtian, Liangguang—Guangliang
Unrelated Zuoliao—Liaozuo

Among the heteromorphic word pairs, there are more modifier-head words in Mandarin. Among
the structural types of the inverted Wuxi dialect words (i.e., BA order), the structural attribution of
words such as "Rufu" and "Xiaoye" is controversial. Regarding the qualitative analysis of this
structure, there are three representative theories in the academic circle: first, the "head-modifier"
structure (Cen Qixiang, 1953; Xu Baohua, 1956; Hashimoto Mantaro, 1985; Wu Wei, 2010);
second, the "modifier-head" structure (Zhang Hongnian, 1972; Xiang Mengbing, 1988; Mai Yun,
1991; Ding Bangxin, 2000); third, the "complement" structure [17]. Previous studies believe that
this word-formation method can be traced back to the attributive postposition phenomenon in
ancient Chinese, and there are also discussions about the influence of languages such as ancient Yue
language and Dong-Tai languages. Its retention degree in modern dialects varies, showing a gradient
change of becoming increasingly active from north to south—the further south, the higher the
productivity of this structure and the wider the scope of use.

Previous studies basically only focused on how to classify the inverted modifier-head structure,
but we included other structural changes in the observation, and found that the word-formation
change of "verb-object—subject-predicate" is similar to the inversion process of the modifier-head
structure, and there is also a determinable structural change of "modifier-head—complement", both
of which reflect the phenomenon in Wuxi dialect that the "head" originally at position B in the
Mandarin AB order is placed in the front, and the components originally at position A indicating
state, action, result or attribute are placed at the end. In addition, Huang and Liao's Modern Chinese
also classifies the word "Yueliang (moon)" as a subject-predicate structure. In summary, we
tentatively conclude that in words such as "Rufi" and "Xiaoye", the postposed modifying
morphemes function as predicates, thus forming a subject-predicate structure. In the preliminary
observation, we noticed that this word structure is similar to the topic-first strategy in information



structure, and in the analysis, we will use the method of expanding words into sentences to assist the
explanation.

Verb-object — Subject-predicate: Zhuanwan—Wanzhuédn, Zhaohu6—Hudzhao, Zhtri—Rizhu

Mandarin adopts the word order of "action + object": first state the action behavior, then
introduce the object involved in the action.

Zhudnwan: perform the action of "zhudn (turn)" on a "curved path".

Zhéohud: the action of "zhdo (burn)" occurs on the object "huo (fire)".

Zhuri: perform the action of "zhu (pass one by one)" with the goal of "one day, a day".

Wuxi dialect adopts the word order of "subject + action or state": first put forward a thing or
subject, then explain the action issued or the state presented by the subject.

Wanzhuan: for the "wan (curve)", the action object needs to perform the action of "zhuan (turn)".
[(There is a) curve, (need to) turn. ]

Huodzhdo: the subject "hud (fire)" presents the burning state of "zhdo (burn)". [The fire, is
burning. |

Rizhu: the subject "ri (time)" naturally carries out the action of "zhu (pass)", that is, passing one
by one. [Days, pass one by one.]

Modifier-head — Complement: Waicht—Chuwai, Tianshéng—Shéngtian

Mandarin adopts the word order of "modifier + head": place modifying components such as
manner and source in the front, and action behaviors at the end.

Waichii: perform the action of "chii (go out)" with the direction of "wai (outward)".

Tianshéng: have the state of "shéng (born)" originating from "tian (nature)".

Wuxi dialect adopts the word order of "head + complement": first put forward the action
behavior, then supplement the semantic components such as the direction or manner of the action.
"Chiiwai" means "go out to the outside", and "Shéngtian" means "born from nature"—the action is
in the front, and the supplementary explanation of the action is at the end.

Chuwai: the action is "chi (go out)", and its direction is "wai (outside)". [Go out, to the outside.]

Shéngtian: the action is "shéng (born)", and its source is "tian (nature)". [Born, naturally.]

Modifier-head — Subject-predicate

Mandarin adopts the word order of "modifier + head": place modifying components such as
attribute, state and time in the front, and the central thing at the end.

Furt: dairy products in the state of "fu (fermented)".

Yeéxiao: snacks eaten at "y¢ (night)".

Wuxi dialect adopts the word order of "head + modifier": first put forward the central thing, then
place the modifying components such as attribute, state and time at the end, forming a
supplementary explanation of the central thing.

Rufu: "ru (dairy products)"”, in the state of "fu (fermented)". [Dairy products, fermented.]

Xiaoye: "xiao (night)", there will be "y¢ (evening)". [Snacks, eaten at night.]

Based on the above comparisons, the following word order tendency characteristics of Wuxi
dialect in morphemic inversion words can be roughly summarized:

The subject component is placed in the front, and the state and attribute are placed at the end as
predicates. Wuxi dialect tends to place components such as things, subjects and time in the first half
of the word, and components such as actions, states and attributes in the second half. Whether it is
the transformation of verb-object structure into "subject + action" or the transformation of modifier-
head structure into "head + modifier", this common word order feature is reflected. At the same
time, the state and attribute components (such as "fu", "ye") that originally served as attributives in
Mandarin are often adjusted to the end of the word, acting as predicates to state or explain the front



subject. This makes the internal semantic relationship of the word present as "what thing—what it is
like/what has happened to it".

On the whole, the morpheme order of word formation in Wuxi dialect vocabulary tends to be
event-based statement of concepts. Wuxi dialect often organizes words that represent static things or
abstract concepts in Mandarin into a "subject + statement" structure, making words that originally
tend to have referential functions carry the color of describing events or scenes. For example:
"Yeéxiao (a kind of food)" — "Xiaoye (the thing of eating snacks at night)"; "Furu (a kind of food)"
— "Rufu (dairy products have been fermented)". Liu Danqing and Xu Liejiong [18] once explained
that Wu dialects such as Shanghai dialect may be more typical topic-prominent languages than
Mandarin. This may be an extension of the topic-prominent grammatical feature of Wuxi dialect at
the word-formation level, that is, setting a topical cognitive starting point for the concept (such as
time "ye", entity "ri", subject "Xin"), and then stating its state or action, thus completing the
cognitive transformation from "definition of things" to "description of events".

The word order feature of morphemic inversion words in Wuxi dialect can be summarized as
head preposition and statement component postposition. This feature is systematically reflected in
the structural change types of "modifier-head—subject-predicate”, "modifier-head—complement"
and "verb-object—subject-predicate”, forming a stable correspondence with the Mandarin word
orders of "modifier preposition, head postposition" and "action preposition, object postposition". In
different dialects, the degree of retention of this phenomenon is also different. This may reflect a
certain specific word order selection tendency in the internal organization of words in some dialects.

The above analysis shows that the formation and evolution of dialectal morphemic inversion
words involve the joint action of multiple factors. At the micro level, the degree of integration of
morpheme meanings within words and the distribution of semantic weights directly affect the
retention and replacement of inversion words; at the macro level, the dialectal vocabulary structure
may be restricted by the deep level of the dialectal grammatical system, thus presenting a systematic
selection tendency in morpheme order.

The research on dialectal inversion words still needs more dialectal vocabulary corpora. Wu dialects
such as Wuxi dialect have received less attention in the research of inversion words and still have
great research value. This paper systematically analyzes the 32 pairs of Wuxi inversion words
collected from multiple dimensions such as word-formation types, semantic relations and word
order features. The study finds that Wuxi dialect inversion words are dominated by coordinate
isomorphic words, and their meanings are mainly affected by changes in morpheme meanings; in
terms of morpheme order tendency, Wuxi dialect shows the feature of "subject component
preposition, descriptive component postposition", which can be regarded as an extension of the
topic-prominent grammatical feature of Wu dialect at the word-formation level. This study fills the
gap in the systematic description of morphemic inversion words in the Taihu Lake area of Wu
dialect, and provides empirical support for understanding the deep relationship between dialectal
vocabulary structure and grammatical types.

In the process of historical evolution, the factors determining the morpheme order of dialectal
vocabulary are diverse. In different dialect areas, each dialect will screen the inverted forms left over
from history or obtained through contact according to its own grammatical system and word order
preference. This screening mechanism is restricted by multiple factors. Geographical proximity may
lead to mutual influence between dialects, and grammatical evolution may lead to the adjustment of
word-formation methods. In this diachronic process, some inversion words are retained and some



are replaced, finally forming the regional differences in the appearance of inversion words in various
dialects today. In addition, we notice that a class of poultry and livestock words represented by
"jigdng (rooster)" and "jimu (hen)", which are absent in Wuxi dialect but appear in some southern
dialects such as Yue dialect, have not yet reached a unified conclusion on whether their word
formation belongs to "head-modifier" or "modifier-head". We need to note that semantic changes of
words may also affect morpheme meanings (Su Baorong), thereby indirectly changing the word
structure. Such words themselves have rich changes in semantics and pragmatics, and cannot be
simply analyzed. They need to be discussed by category under different meanings and usages, which
can be studied in another paper.

This study still has limitations such as limited corpus scale and lack of systematic diachronic
tracing. Future research on dialectal inversion words can expand the scope of field investigation,
track the current usage status combined with natural spoken corpora, and further extract the common
laws and regional variation mechanisms of Chinese dialectal inversion words through cross-dialectal
typological comparison.
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