
Abstract: 

This study offers support to the exemplar theory to promote 

the importance of usage frequency in language development 

and grammaticalization. Specifically, the study proposes a 

phono-syntactic conspiracy to account for a current language 

change in spoken Beijing Mandarin, the yige+Noun NP.  Us-

ing data from recorded natural conversations, the study 

demonstrates how usage frequency in language production 

may have caused the change, developing from phonological 

fusion, phoneme reduction to grammaticalization.  The final 

product is a classifier-free NP with a frozen tone that no long-

er follows the Mandarin tone sandhi rules, and a syntactic 

function of the tone.  
 

Experimental results confirm the impact of such changes on 

the mental lexicon of native speakers.  Phonological fusion 

may be observed in everyday speech cross-

linguistically.  This grammaticalization process adds further 

support to the view that usage frequency could be the leading 

cause that instigates phonological variation and language 

development.  Finally, the new classifier-free NP has been 

observed to be widely adopted among non-Beijing Mandarin 

speakers, presumably due to the superstrate status of Beijing 

Mandarin.  
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