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The Origin and Formation Mechanism of the Disyllabic
Tentative Marker kangiao in the Nanjing Dialect: On the

Function Expansion of Chinese Tentative Markers

Lijuan Wang

Nanjing University

Abstract

The disyllabic tentative marker kangiao in the Nanjing dialect conveys meanings of both attempt
and warning, each exhibiting distinct syntactic distributions. Kangiao is derived from the
contraction of kankangiao and has undergone grammaticalization to become a tentative marker
through syntactic reanalysis. Kangiao mostly conveys the meaning of pseudo attempt (warning),
showing functional differentiation from the monosyllabic tentative markers kan/giao, which
typically indicate genuine attempts. This phenomenon is prevalent in Chinese dialects, and its
fundamental motivation lies in the different perspectives of human cognition and understanding of
the attempted action.
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