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The Maternal Terms mei i and ni @ in Southeastern Chinese Dialects
YE Yanpeng

[Abstract] The synchronic mei #f-series maternal terms reported in modern Southeastern Chinese
dialects and residual ni f#i-series terms remaining in the Huangxiao subdialect in Hubei corroborate
two ancient linguistic facts: the use of ni {f#i in bronze inscriptions of the Chu 7 region to record
the royal surname mi 3£ of the State of Chu during the Spring and Autumn and Warring States
periods, and the note in Qieyun 1J]#) that ni is the term that “the Chu (Yi ) people address
mothers”. Through cross-verification of historical-philological records and the synchronic dialects,
we demonstrate a phonetic correspondence and chronological relationship between mei-series and
ni-series terms. ni (mi) in the ancient Chu dialect and mei in modern Southeastern Chinese dialects
such as Wu, Min, and Hakka ultimately derive from *mee” in early Tai, a definitive piece of lexical
evidence attesting a Kam-Tai substratum in these dialects. Furthermore, with the help of features of
the phonological strata of mei in the dialects, we propose the times when mei was introduced into
Wu and Hakka respectively.

[Keywords] maternal terms Chinese dialects Kam-Tai languages substrate words language

contact
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