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This paper considers phonological variation in a Southern Chinese topolect Nanchang 

Gan (NCG; Chappell 2001) that is topologically distant from Mandarin. The reason to choose 
this case study is two-fold. First, many recent researches have been reporting that regional 
speeches in China are undergoing rapid changes due to contact with Putonghua. This study 
aims to find out to what extent is the contact framework explanatory in untangling the ongoing 
variation in Chinese varieties. Secondly, this project also intends to contribute to sociophonetics 
studies on supra-and sub-segmental variations (Foulkes & Docherty2006). To achieve these 
goals, the following linguistic variables were modeled them based on social factors including 
age, gender, locale, education, occupation, and SES:  
I. Segmental: [w] . [f]  
II. Suprasegmental: checked tonal merger ([5] & [2].[2])  
III. Subsegmental: Voice quality (Breathy vs. modal contrast) Data come from speech of 40 
local residents (22 males, 18 females). Statistical analyses of 2,770 tokens using R (LMER) 
reveal that the three variables discussed in this paper differ in their stages of change. The 
segmental variable ([w] and [f]) has reached a stable stage, indexing an urban-rural boundary. 
The checked tonal variable indicates a merger in process. The phonation variable can be 
accounted for in terms of sexual dimorphism. In addition, a closer look at individual 
employment of these three variables escaped the screening of institutional factors. This suggests 
that each speaker has to be seen as individual agents whose personal histories must be 
episodically examined. The qualitative data shows that local people’s attitudes toward 
Putonghua stay ambivalent. Their acquisitions of Putonghua are mostly of educational 
considerations. The finding also demonstrates that the variation did result from convergence to 
prestige varieties but to individuals’ information impoverishment during people’s upward 
movement on the economic scale in one’s adulthood, when denser social networks are built.  
 


