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The Classification of Shanghai-Area Dialects� 

Zhongmin Chen 
Fudan University 

 
 

This paper deals with the classification of the dialects of the Shanghai area. 
I propose that tonal split can be used as a major criterion to classify these 
dialects. Based on this criterion I classify the dialects in the Shanghai area into 
five subgroups: the Chongming, Jiading, Songjiang, Liantang and Urban groups. 
This classification not only reflects the different types of dialectal developments, 
but is also in keeping with the distinct historical-cultural backgrounds associated 
with each dialect area. There are three parts to this paper: 1. the criteria of the 
classification, and the classification of the dialects; 2. the historical background 
of the classification; 3. some common phonological features of the dialects of 
the Shanghai area. 

 
Keywords:  the dialects of the Shanghai area, dialectal subgrouping, shared 

innovation, tonal split                 

1. The criteria of the classification, and the classification of the 
dialects 

Shanghai is the biggest metropolitan city in China. Currently more than 19 
million people live in this 6,340 square kilometre area. The differences among the 
dialects, of course, are not small. In this paper, I will deal with the internal divergence 
among the dialects in the Shanghai area and classify the dialects into five groups. This 
analysis includes the criteria of the classification, the classification of the dialects, and 
the historical-cultural background of the classification. Some data regarding related 
dialects outside of the Shanghai area will be used as a reference for comparative study.    

 
 
 
 

                                                           
� An early version of this paper is one part of my dissertation, which was finished in 2000. I 

would like to thank my advisor, Professor Pang-Hsin Ting, for insightful comments and 
advice during the preparation of my dissertation. 
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