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Tang Sze-Wing, How to Ask Why by Using What—A Dia-
chronic and Synchronic Perspective

Abstract: This paper first examines whether why-questions could
evolve into how-questions in Chinese from a diachronic perspec-
tive. It is further argued from a synchronic perspective that the

“ ,’ - . T
whys” in modern Cantonese, which evolved from “whats” in

pre-modern Chinese at different stages, denote different types of
causal relationships, which should not be regarded as “redundant”
in the grammaf of modern Cantonese. Finally, from a cross-dia-
lectal comparative perspective, it is proposed that the “hows” of
why-questions are subject to parametric variation, p»afticularly the
form of the restrictor of “hows”, which results from the uneven
historical development of the morphology of question words in
Chinese dialects. |

Keywords: question words, Cantonese, Shaodong dialect, dia-

chronic change, dialectal grammar
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