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ABSTRACT

In recent years, the study of grammatical complexity has been marching forward, especially the idea of hidden com-
plexity, which measures the optionality and context dependence of grammatical categories. Mandarin Chinese is no-
table for its grammar high in both overt and hidden complexities, and its sentence-final particles (SFP) system is prime
example for such complexity. Many debates arose around the Mandarin SFPs, but few resulted in consensus. In this
article, we will review previous discussions on the SFP system and build a complete summary and theoretic framework
for it from a generative approach based on previous works. Most importantly, we propose a new hierarchical structure
for the SFPs: AspMirP < FocP (< NomP < CondP) < ForceP < AttP1 < AttP2 < RespP. We will then test our theory
with some commonly identified properties of SFPs and extreme cases.

Introduction

Grammatical complexity has been a topic of extensive research and debate amongst linguists, especially as the con-
sensus of “all languages are similar in complexity” breaks down in recent years. Many have argued that certain lan-
guages are more complex than others, with [1] being perhaps the most notable of them, while others believed that an
accurate measure of complexity of whole languages is impossible, and complexity of specific grammatical domains
should be measured instead [2].

Most previous discussions of complexity are in fact limited to overt complexity, the measure of the amount
of overt marking. More recently, the importance of hidden complexity, the complexity of ambiguity and inferred
information, is starting to be appreciated. First proposed by [3] hidden complexity is the result of the need for economy
in expression, putting more emphasis on inference, while the more researched overt complexity is motivated by the
need of explicitness. Some East and Southeast Asian languages are rich in hidden complexity, as illustrated by the
following example in Mandarin Chinese:

@))] Mandarin [4]

MEXREBETEEE?EH S »

Ni zuotian kan le dianying ma? —-gkan le g.
2nd.sg  yesterday see PERF film SFP see PERF

Did you see a film yesterday? — [I] saw [one].

Here, both the subject and the object are omitted from the reply and left to be inferred from context. Such
non-obligatoriness not only contributes to hidden complexity itself, but may also lead to structural ambiguities, creat-
ing more complex constructions. As illustrated in this example, the omission of clause markers and the third person
singular pronoun leads to four possible interpretations of a single surface structure [3]

2) Late Archaic Chinese [3]

R

bing bu xing
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ill NEG be.fortunate

a. Simple sentence: “Illness is unfortunate.”

b. Headless relative clause: “The one who is ill is unfortunate.”

c. Subject clause: “That s/he is ill is unfortunate.”

d. Conditional clause: “If s/he is ill this is unfortunate.”

The sentence-final particle (SFP thereafter) system of Mandarin Chinese is one of its most complex systems.
As its name suggests, SFPs appear at the end of clauses, and mark a large collection of grammatical aspects, such as
aspect, force, and attitude. Some examples of SFPs in Mandarin are given below.

() EREaEE,

Chi dian mianbao ba

Eat some bread SFP

Have some bread.

“) WA A X RE -

Ta gangcai hai  zai zhe laizhe
3rd.sg justnow  still be.at  here SFP

He was still here a moment ago.

Many aspects of how SFP functions is still under debate. For phrasal structure, some argue that SFPs form a
head-final CP, making Mandarin an exception to the Final-Over-Final Constraint [5], while others believe that phrases
including SFPs are still head-initial, but have undergone movement to form the surface head-final order [6]. SFPs
have a very strict ordering for cooccurrence, but theories explaining such an order also varies, depending on the clas-
sification of SFPs chosen. Traditionally, Mandarin SFPs are split into three layers, namely SFP1 marking tense &
aspect (e.g. le, zhe), SFP2 for force (e.g. ma, ba), and SFP3 for attitude (e.g. ou, a), in order of appearance [7]. An
alternative classification gives more detail: [8]

5) (TP) < sentential aspects < exclusive focus < illocutionary force < special questions < low-layer
attitude < high-layer attitude

Despite the many theories present, none of them placed much importance on which SFPs can cooccur and
which cannot. Even the semantic meaning of certain SFPs is still under debate.

In this paper, we shall give an in-depth analysis of the functions of SFPs and discuss how the SFP system
contributes to both overt and hidden complexity of Mandarin Chinese. In section 2 we will give a holistic review of
some properties of SFPs that are under debate and form a theoretical framework. In section 3 we will focus specifically
on the root vs. non-root asymmetry of SFPs. Section 4 analyzes functions of some SFPs and cooccurrence problems.
section 5 concludes the paper and proposes possible future studies.

Theory And Summary of SFPs

Previous Discussions on SFPs

In this section, we will look at some previous discussions related to the Mandarin SFP system and build our analysis
and theory for SFPs on top of them.

It is traditionally believed that the Complementizer layer of the sentence structure consists of only one X-bar
projection. However, this cannot explain the coexistence of markers for topic, focus, and illocutionary force apparent
in many languages, especially Mandarin Chinese. To resolve this problem, reference [9] proposed the influential Split
CP Hypothesis:

6) The Split CP Hypothesis

(TP) < FiniteP < (TopicP*) < FocusP < (TopicP*) < ForceP
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Reference [9] claims that the Complementizer layer minimally consists of specifications for finiteness and
force, since the CP acts as the interface between propositional content (in TP and lower) and a higher phrase or the
articulation of discourse. Finiteness is often related to the mood, tense, aspect, and subject agreement properties within
the TP, so it acts as the lower interface, while force encode information of the sentence type (i.e. declaration, excla-
mation, interrogation, etc.).

Before the Split CP Hypothesis, Chinese linguists have already noticed the possibility of multiple projections
in CP. Traditionally, SFPs are divided into three classes: 1) markers for tense and aspect, abbreviated as C1 or Clow,
including le for currently relevant state, ne for continued state, and laizhe for recent past; 2) markers for sentence type
or force, denoted by C2, including ma for interrogative, ba for imperative, ne for follow-up question, etc.; 3) markers
of attitude, denoted by C3, such as a, ya, ou, etc. For consistency of terms and abbreviations, we will refer to these
classes as SFP1, SFP2, and SFP3 respectively thereafter.

Subsequent research has attempted to enrich the theory of SFPs, mostly using the Split CP Hypothesis as
their basis. Reference [6] further splits the force class, SFP2, into force and mood, with the high-layer force denoting
speech act and illocutionary force, and low-layer mood denoting clause type. Attitude is referred to as Degree in [6].
He also identifies the particle [ /e as taking a layer of its own and noted that le seems to occur before all other SFPs
when there is cooccurrence. Reference [6] names this class Trans, claiming that le acts as a transition marker. The full
classification is given below:

@) Degree > Force > Mood, Topic > Trans > Finite

Reference [8] understands the functions of SFPs from a more historical perspective. For example, Hma
originated from the negative marker wu in the Tang dynasty, expressing yes-no questions similar to the English “or
not?”, and was gradually grammaticalized as a yes-no question marker, finally completing in the Qing dynasty. This
can also explain the multifunctionality of some SFPs. For example, lEne may express interrogative force and attitude.
This is the result of two distinct lines of grammaticalization that converged to the modern Mandarin word ne. The
interrogative reading came from the words na/ni, while the attitude came from the word /i. They converged to /i in the
Yuan dynasty, which eventually evolved into ne in modern Mandarin.

Despite the popularity of the field, no previous research on SFPs seems to include all the SFPs known, nor
do they explain all aspects and properties of the SFP system. Some of their lists for SFPs are reproduced below, and
a complete list of SFPs will be given based on these lists in the next section.

Table 1. (Traditional three classes) [5]

(low C) C1
le currently relevant state

C2 (force)
ma interrogative

C3 (attitude)
ou warning

laizhe recent past ba imperative (v)a astonishment

ne; follow-up question nes exaggeration

ne; continued state

Table 2. (Fine architecture) [8]

Projections Particles/operators Discourse function Embedded?
XIE laizhe,s, Recent past Yes
S.AspP .
. T le State changing Yes
(sentential aspect) -
I nepros Progressive aspect Yes
OnlyP ME eryi Sentential exclusive focus Yes
iForceP (illocutionary | 15 ma Standard yes-no question No
force) 1B btinp Weak imperative No
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MEbacont Confirmation yes-no question | No
Low layer | WE ne.w
?ttltulzl eI” Wa, Bei, Wbei, Wila, Wlei, | Speaker’s attitude, subjective N
speaker’s . . 0
attitude) High layer | WWna, WFya, Wkma, Fi& opinion, etc.
laizhe,, "Bbay,, etc.
List of SFPs

Here we give a complete list of all SFPs known in Mandarin Chinese, along with their classification and a brief

description of function and meaning. The list is arranged in order of occurrence of the classes. We will discuss the

validity of the ordering and classification given here in the following sections.

Table 3.
Traditional
Detailed
SFP classifica- . Position Phrase Function
. classfication
tion
Tle mirativity(newsworthiness and sur-
AspMirP prise)
Bne, SFPI root/non- continued state, durative aspect
K& laizhe, root focus on past temporal expression
FocP exclusive focus, similar to English
MEeryi ol ¢
only
heading relative clauses and shi...de
Hide (not in-
EmbP non-root cleft
. cluded) CP . ..
# & dehua heading conditional clauses
Bma standard yes-no question
Lame standard yes-no question
Fbu standard yes-no question, informal
SFP2 ForceP
Ene, follow-up question
18h ei, follow-up question
Eba, follow-up confirmation question
Ene; contrastive topic
AttP1 root
18h i, contrastive topic
Eba, weakening of tone
Wikma, weakening of tone in imperatives
SFP3 AttP
Mbei, weakening of tone in imperatives
AttP2
33T haole weakening of tone in imperatives
Wikma, obvious
Mbei, obvious
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% reminder, friendly warning, enlight-
0
enment
K& laizhe, uncertainty, attempt to recall
ulﬂal
ai
Wila
exclamation
IWna
&ei
Bfya
MSha
t in-
Wl 2, Sll;) ded) n RespP RespP Confirmation
IBen

Classification given here is mainly based on cooccurrence: SFPs that can cooccur must be in different classes,
and their order of cooccurrence corresponds to the layer of phrases they head, while SFPs that cannot cooccur are
either in the same class or limited by other syntactic or semantic factors. For SFPs with controversial functions and
meanings, we will take a minimal meaning approach, reducing the number of meanings as much as possible without
violating the cooccurrence criteria.

Many SFPs given in the table have relatively straightforward and uncontroversial meanings, and we will not
look at them one by one. We will only discuss parts of this table that are rarely discussed or may raise controversy,
including all SFP1, some Force markers and some attitude markers.

Abbreviations used in this article is given here: SFP—Sentence-Final Particles; SFAP—Sentence-Final As-
pect Particles; AspMirP—Aspect-Mirativity Phrase; FocP—Focus Phrase; ForceP—Force Phrase; AttP1—Low-level
Attitude Phrase; AttP2—High-level Attitude Phrase; RespP—Response Phrase; COMP—Complementizer; 3™.sg—
third person singular pronoun; 2™.sg—second person singular pronoun; 1%.sg—first person singular pronoun; 2™.pl—
second person plural pronoun; BA—3Bba, marker of object-preposing BA-sentences; CLF—classifier; NEG—nega-
tive marker; SMLT—simultaneity marker; PERF—perfective aspect; DUR—durative aspect; EXP—experiential as-
pect; FOFC—the Final-Over-Final Constraint; CT—Contrastive Topic

Head-Initial vs. Head-Final

There is consensus that SFPs in Mandarin Chinese function as Complementizers, and therefore head CPs (Some would
put SFP3 in a higher phrasal head called Attitude). On the surface, it seems that SFP in Mandarin are head-final, since,
as their name suggests, they appear at the end of embedded or matrix clauses. However, as mentioned above, there
has been much debate over the actual structure of CPs headed by SFPs. Here we will look at some arguments of both
sides.

Theorizing SFP as head initial has the merit of being consistent with other parts of Mandarin grammar. Since
Mandarin is of SVO word order, and some other complementizers are head-initial, it seems weird that SFPs should

be head-final. For example, the Mandarin complementizer 15¢s/uo appears before its TP complement, as shown below:
[6]
®) FERMIESIEA
WO xiang [cp shuo [pt ta shi taipei ren |]
1*.sg  think COMP he be Taipei  person
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I think (that) he is a Taipeier.

It should be noted that constructions like the one in (8) is only observed in certain dialects of Mandarin,
especially Taiwan Mandarin.

Another evidence for the initialness of SFP is the Final-Over-Final Constraint (FOFC). According to the
FOFC, if a phrase is head-initial, then the phrase immediately dominating it must also be head-initial [10]. Mandarin
is clearly head-initial for its VP and TP, so we have compelling reason to consider that SFPs might be fundamentally
head-initial, and only appears at the end of clauses due to movement. The movement process is described in [6].

However, [5] gives a strong argument that head-final structure of SFP is also acceptable. The seeming “dis-
harmony” of Chinese sentence structure has existed for nearly all its history. Chinese has been VO since the 14th
century BC, and SFP emerged in the 6th century BC. In fact, the disharmony of head-final NP and head-initial VP has
also remained stable since 14th century BC. Reference [5] claims that such “consistent disharmony” calls for reexam-
ination of generalizations like FOFC. The FOFC is, after all, a statistical generalization instead of a confirmed part of
UG, thus exceptions are expected, especially given that Mandarin is not the only one of such exceptions, and other
languages like Vietnamese, Yoruba, and Gbe also have sentence-final question particles. Such exceptions might be
due to differing origins of similar structures, much akin to the case of Mandarin pre- and postpositions. The preposi-
tions originate from reanalysis of verbs, and thus follow a head-initial order like VP, as in (9) a., while postpositions
are of non-verb origin and doesn’t follow the usual head-initial order, as in (9) b.
(9) Pre-/Postpositions ([5] (67)(68))

0. HAIMEER

Tamen [pepp cong  meiguo]  lai

34.sg from  America come
They come from the US.
b. REFLE-EWEHEM
[postpp Zhuozi shang] you yi  tai posui-de diannao
Table on have one CLF broken-adj computer

On the table is a broken computer.
Giving decisive evidence on the head directionality of SFP would be beyond the scope of this paper. For
simplicity, we will adopt the head-final analysis in the following discussions.

Root vs. Non-Root

It is widely noted that certain Mandarin SFP display a kind of root vs. non-root asymmetry. That is, some SFP can
only appear in the root clause, some may be interpreted as root or non-root, and some are non-root only. However, the
fact that such asymmetry happens systematically on all SFP is only first proposed in [11]. It also seems that such root
vs. non-root asymmetry is related to the class or layer of the SFP. SFP1 is generally not restricted to root or non-root,
albeit having a strong preference to be interpreted as root, while SFP2 and SFP3 are generally root-only [12].

Root-Only SFPs

The categories SFP2 and SFP3 cover most of the SFPs present in Mandarin, denoting sentence type(force) and the
speaker’s attitude respectively. Their root-only property is demonstrated in the following example.

(10) Question marker "&ma (Modified from [11] (37))
a. K=KMG?
[Forcep [P Zhangsan lai] ma]?
Zhangsan come SFP

ISSN: 2167-1907 www.JSR.org/hs 6
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Is Zhangsan coming?
b. *R=_KIFLBERZR
*[1p [Forcer [TP Zhangsan lai] ma] mei you guanxi.
Zhangsan come SFP NEG have relevance
(Intended) Whether or not Zhangsan comes doesn’t matter.
c. K=RARKKERZ
[tp Zhangsan lai bu 14i] mei you guanxi.
Zhangsan come NEG come NEG have relevance

Whether or not Zhangsan comes doesn’t matter.

Here, the question marker Hma is accepted in the matrix clause as in (10) a., but not in the embedded clause
in (10) b. To express question or unknown information in an embedded clause, the construction “V-not-V”” must be
used. The same limitation applies to other question markers, even the informal yes-no question marker A~bu, which
is a homonym of the negation marker in “V-not-V” itself.

Similarly, attitude markers appearing in embedded clause is unacceptable.

(11) W8 leis
a. M NEFELFRIE |
[awpi [Tp  Ta ren hai  ting hao-de] leiy]!
39sg personality still quite good-adj SFP

He’s quite nice!

b. Mt NERFHEZENNG ?

*[Eorcep [P [Aup1 [TP Ta ren hai ting hao-de] lei] shi  zhen-de] ma]?
3¢dsg  personality still quite good-adj SFP be true SFP
(Intended) Is it true that he is nice?

Here, the marker for amused attitude ®)/ei, is not accepted in the embedded clause. This restriction applies
for not only clausal complements of verbs and nouns as shown in the examples above, but also relative clauses headed
by Hde. We will discuss this in later sections.

The restriction on SFPs to only appear in the matrix clause can also eliminate scope ambiguity when an
embedded clause and a SFP appear at the end of the sentence. [11]

(12) Ma at end of matrix and embedded clause ([11] (38)(a))

fth R EIERTQRNS ?
[Forcep [Tp Ta bu zhidao  [rp Akiu lai]] mal]?
3dsg NEG know  Akiu come SFP
‘Doesn’t he know that Akiu is coming?’

[Excluded: ‘She doesn’t know whether or not Akiu is coming.’]
As exemplified here, the SFP ma can only be interpreted as denoting force of the matrix clause, and the
construction with an embedded interrogative clause (‘She doesn’t know whether or not Akiu is coming.’) is excluded.

Root or Non-Root SFP1

There are five known SFPs belonging to the SFP1 category, namely T le, k& laizhe,, Wene,, T Beryi, and & 1 bale
(WEne, is distinct from the ne, denoting force and ne; denoting attitude, which we will discuss in later sections). I £
eryi and 28 1 bale have essentially identical functions and meaning and are usually interchangeable in sentences.
(13) M Eeryi and £ 1 bale

a. MRAEITEZFMERBRBRIEFES

ISSN: 2167-1907 www.JSR.org/hs 7



HIGH SCHOOL EDITION

@ Journal of Student Rescarch

Volume 14 Issue 1 (2025)

[Focp [P Na  zhi shi ge yingzi] eryi/bale]
That just be CLF shadow SFP
That is just a shaow.

b. RZEE L KM/ thR2EE L HE 7
[awp2 [Focp [T Ta zhishi mei ganshang feiji] eryi/bale] a]
3dsg just NEG catch plane SFP SFP

He simply missed the plane! (Nothing more!)

c. MRAZEEMER?ARRZEEETE?

[Forcep [Focp [Tp N1 zhishi mei qian] eryi/bale] ma?
2Mgg  just have. NEG  money SFP SFP

Are you really just out of money? (There must be something else you are hiding!)

As exemplified by (13), both eryi and bale can roughly correspond to the English words “just/simply/only”
and denote an exclusive focus of the sentence. Constructions using either word is perfectly grammatical or express
the same meaning. Also, the choice of eryi or bale does not affect the use of other SFPs, as shown in (13) b. and c.,
where the attitude marker a; in the SFP3 category and question marker ma of the SFP2 category can be used after both
eryi and bale. They even change the attitude of outer-layer SFPs in similar ways. Both eryi and bale would restrict an
added exclamation SFP to mean a strong, even angry, emphasis on the exclusiveness of the statement, while an added
yes-no question marker would be added the meaning of skeptical questioning. Therefore, in following discussions, we
will consider eryi and bale to be identical.

Reference [13] gives a relatively complete list of conditions under which sentence-final aspect particles
(SFAP, including le, laizhe,, and ne;) can or cannot occur in non-root clauses. There are three clauses in which SFAP
can appear namely clausal complements of nouns, subject clauses, and clauses that express a fact, opinion or condition.
SFAP cannot occur under 8 conditions, all of which are non-finite clauses. I will not repeat the argument here due to
limited space. All these conditions would apply to eryi/bale except for one, namely the raising verb. As shown in (19),
eryi can appear at the end of an embedded clause that is the complement of kaishi ‘begin’ while an SFAP cannot.
(14)Raising verb with eryi (modified from [13] (16))

a. *HKFR—AEEZWMRIEY 7, H—AENERZET

*Yushui kaishi yifangmian [Aspmire [ve Yingxiang nongzuowu] le],
rain start and affect crop SFAP
Lingyifangmian [aspmire [ve Y€ yingxiang jiaotong] le].

and also affect traffic SFAP

(intended) The rain starts to affect both the crops and the traffic.
b. FKFRABEMIZE MEREMKIEYMS T

Yushui kaishi buzai [ve yingxiang  jiaotong],

rain start no.longer affect traffic

ershi [Focp [1p zhi yingxiang nongzuowu] eryi] le].
instead only affect crop SFP SFP

The rain no longer affects the traffic, but only affects the crops.
Thus, it seems that eryi/bale, which head focus phrases, are typologically different from the SFAPs, which
are generally considered to be markers of sentential aspect. We will discuss this difference in detail in later sections.

Non-Root Only B de and BYiFE dehua
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Although much research has been performed on Hde as marking the end of relative clauses, [11] first took note of the
exclusively non-root property of it. Flde is mainly used in two constructions: relative clauses and a special “;&...HJ”
(“shi...de”) construction.

It is quite obvious from (15) that in a relative clause, de can only have a non-root interpretation. Since Man-
darin relative clauses are strictly limited to the front of the noun, the end of the relative and matrix clause would not
coincide, so de can never be a matrix clause SFP.

(15) B9de
a. TRTHIERSM
[Nomp [AspMmirp [Tp xia  yu]  le] de] X1a0x1 ling ta shangxin
Fall rain SFP SFP news make 3dsg sad
The news that it is raining makes him sad.
b. MEMELRZEMINZIIMNIRIE
Ta xihuan qu na jia [Nomp [P jinchang fang beiduofen]  de] fanguan.
3dsg  like go that CLF often play Beethoven  SFP Restaurant

He likes to go to the restaurant that often plays Beethoven.

The “shi...de” construction has been used as a cover term for at least four distinct constructions [14]. Some
would put focus constructions only involving shi under the term “shi...de” construction, but we will not discuss it here
since it lacks the SFP de. The two constructions that involve both shi and de are: 1) shi...de proper, a cleft construction
that emphasized only the sentential element that immediately follows shi; and 2) propositional assertion, which de-
notes an affirmative mood instead of giving focus to a specific part of the sentence. [14]

(16) Shi...de focus cleft ([14] (7)a.)
R BHEXREILRM, BEIXREILRM,

[Nomp[ZUO- u Bei-

Ta bu shi dan q jing] de], shi [nowr[giantian qu Beijing] de]
yester- ... day.before.yester- v
34sg NEG be day go  Beijing SFP be day go Beijing  SFP

It’s not yesterday that he went to Beijing, it’s the day before yesterday.

Its cleft property means that the focus of the construction is limited to the element immediately after shi, in
this case “yesterday”, and negation can only be targeted towards the focused element. The fact that de appears in both
of the parallel clauses proves that de is part of the embedded clause.

The propositional assertion, on the other hand, does not impose such restrictions, and only implies that the
information given is relevant to the current discourse, regardless of whether the hearer already knows the information.

17 Propositional assertion ([14] (15))

2 MEFAN  FEEHRET

Qishi, ta shi [yomp[rr  mingbai] de], bu yuanyi shuo jiu shi le
In.fact 3dsg be understand ~ SFP NEG wish speak then be SFP

In fact, (it is the case that) he understands very well, he just doesn’t want to talk.

Sometimes these two constructions can be ambiguous, despite their differences in properties and inner struc-
ture, and they can only be differentiated though context [14]. As exemplified by (18), the sentence can be translated

as either a propositional assertion similar to the English “it is the case that...”, or as a focus cleft on “with you”.
(18) Ambiguous case ([14] (14))
ftb 2 ERIRF LKA
Ta shi [Nomp| gen ni kai wanxiao] de]
34.sg be with 2 sg make joke SFP

(It is the case that) He was joking with you. /
It was with you that he was joking.
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#i&dehua, as a guanlianci “relational word” equivalent to the English “if”, is attached to the conditional
clause only, so its non-root position seems obvious. This would also mean that de and dehua cannot cooccur under the
same CP due to the difference in clause type, though their position might still coincide. Therefore, we will put de and
dehua in the same phrase, namely the EmbP, short for embeddability phrase.

Function and Cooccurrence Problems

Cooccurrence within SFP1

Though the four members of SFP1 (T le, WBne,, 3 3& laizhe,, T Eeryi) are roughly summarized as sentential aspect
markers in most research, this summary fails to account for the various functions and complex structure of SFP1.
Reference [8] recognized that 1M Eeryi as a marker of exclusive focus, takes a phrasal head above those of other
“sentential aspect” markers.

(19) AspMirP<Only<Force (modified from [8] (29))

thRERR el ?

[Forcep [ontyp [aspmirp [P ta zhishi ci zhi] le] eryi] ma;]?

39sg only.be resign post SFP SFP SFP

Is it just the case that she resigned? (or is there something more to it?)

(20) AspMirP<Only<Attitude2

ftb R 2P RIEM E

[awep [onyp [aspmirp [P ta zhishi zai he cha] ne;] eryi] ba;]

3¢dsg onlybe SMLT drink tea SFP  SFP SFP

Probably, it is just the case that he is drinking tea. (Nothing serious.)

As shown in (19) and (20), eryi may cooccur with other sentential aspect markers like /e and ne, and occurs
strictly after them, so it takes a position above AspMirP. However, it is below Force and Attitude. According to the
Split CP hypothesis in [9], Focus takes position below Force and above Finiteness. Therefore, it is reasonable to put
eryi in the Focus position. Reference [9] also proposes some key differences between topic and focus, such as unique-
ness and compatibility with wh- operators.

(21) Uniqueness of focus with eryi

a. BARMABH=LAM
[topp [Tope mingtian] [Topp [Tope DA ben shu] [tp WO hui gei  ta]]]
Tomorrow that CLF  book  I'sg will give 3sg
Tomorrow, that book, I will give it to him.
b. BRAXARLSMBERAME
[Focp [T WO mingtian zhi hui gei ta na ben shu] eryi]
1%.sg tomorrow only will give 3%sg that CLF  book SFP
I will only give him that book tomorrow.
(22) Incompatibility with wh- of eryi
a. MABIRZLUE?
[Topp [Top° N ben shu] [tp ni hui gei  sheil]?
That CLF  book 2"sg will give who
That book, who will you give it to?

b. *RREMWARBLHWEMS ?
*[Focp [0 hui ba na  ben shu gei  shei] eryi]
2M sg will BA that CLF book give who  SFP
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(intended) For whom is it simply the case that you will give the book to him/her?

Examples (21) and (22) contrasts the Mandarin topic construction using preposing ((29) a., (30) a.) with
corresponding focus constructions using eryi. In (21) a., both “tomorrow” and “that book™ are preposed, resulting in
two topics within the sentence, but in (21) b. the focus is limited to the stressed element “that book”, and another
stressed element or focus would be impossible. Similarly, in (22) a., the topicalized “that book” is allowed in the
special question, but a focus construction with eryi is not.

It seems that & 7& laizhe; can fit the properties of a focus marker quite well. First, it is incompatible with eryi,
which we have proven to mark focus, as shown in (23).

(23) eryi & laizhe,
a. NI AAEXKE
[Focp [p ta gangcai hai zai zhe] laizhe]
3.sg justnow still be.at here SFP
He was still here just now.
b. *RERAEEXRKEMD
*[Focp [Focp [TP ta zhishi gangcai  hai zai zhe] laizhe,] eryi]
39sg only justnow still be.at here  SFP SFP

(intended) It is just the fact that he was here just now.

Also, laizhe, can cooccur with /e and ne, (24 below), similar to eryi, and it can also fit the uniqueness re-
quirement (25 below).

24) Cooccurrence with le/ne
a. XENINITR RS
[Focp [Focr [tr zheli ganggang xiayu] le] laizhe ]

here justnow  rain SFP  SFP
It just rained here.
b. HNINIEERIERE
[Focp [Focp [Tp ta ganggang  zai kan shu] ne;] laizhe]
3d.sg justnow  SMLT read book SFP SFP
He was reading just now.
(25) Uniqueness of focus with laizhe

BERBA TR RS
[Focp [P WO zuotian shi gei-le ta na ben  shu] laizhe,]
I*.sg yesterday do give-PERF 34sg that CLF book SFP

I did give him that book yesterday.

laizhe may exist in wh- questions, but it should be interpreted as laizhe,, a high-level attitude marker.

Most research describes the function of laizhe as denoting “recent past” (e.g. [16], [11], [8], etc.). More
specifically, reference [13] argues that laizhe takes an expression in past reference time only and implies past tense
when no temporal expression is present, but is not a tense marker, since it is not obligatory in past tense expressions.
Then what is the exact meaning and function of laizhe? Considering our arguments above, we claim that laizhe, is a
focus marker that is limited to past temporal expressions. This can be further proven by the fact that stress in a sentence
with laizhe, is only put on the verb and its complement. That is, laizhe, can only put focus on the VP that describes
the past action, and no other part of the sentence.

(26) Stress of laizhe; sentences

a. MRINIERBIERE

[Focp [aspMire [TP ta ganggang  zai kan shu] ne;] laizhe]
3dsg justnow SMLT read book SFP SFP
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He was reading just now. (not eating or gaming)
b. *ENINIEE BIEFRE
*[Focp [Aspmire [TP ta ganggang  zai kan shu] ne;] laizhe]
31.8g just.now SMLT read book SFP SFP
(intended) It was he who was reading just now. (not anyone else)

c. *MENIRIEE BERSE

*[Focp [aspmirp [Tp ta gang- zai kan shu] neq] laizhe,]
gang
3dsg  justnow SMLT read book SFP SFP

(intended) He was reading just now. (not yesterday)

As shown above, only (26) a., where stress and focus are put on the verb “reading”, is a legitimate construc-
tion, and stress on other parts is impossible. This means that laizhe, is a focus marker specifically reserved for past
tense scenarios.

For le and ne,, it seems that they are at the same level in phrasal structure. As shown in (19), (20), and (24)
above, they are both at the lowest level of SFPs, nearest the TP. The matter of cooccurrence would be more compli-
cated due to the existence of low-level attitude nes.

(27)ne; and le
a. *thISFIET
*[ aspMirp [AspMicp [P ta he cha] nei] le]
3dsg drink tea  SFP  SFP
(intended) He is drinking tea now. (not before)
b. fhPEETIE
[awpt [Aspmicp [1p ta he cha] le] nesJ
3¢4sg drink tea SFP SFP

He started to drink tea! (I thought he didn’t like tea.) (*He is drinking tea now)

The ungrammaticality of (27) a. implies that ne, is at least not below /e. Although (27) b. is possible, it seems
that the ne here carries a certain kind of attitude-like meaning instead of marking durative aspect. Reference [17] gives
more evidence on this distinction. They also claim that nes, like that in (27) b. is a marker of contrastive topic. Fol-
lowing that argument, ne in (28) would be only aspectual since it does not require a contrasting context, is limited to
a durative action, and occurs below the question marker ma.

(28) Aspectual ne; ([17] (17))
[Forcep [aspmirp [P Ni dai-zhe  yaoshi] ne;] ma]?
2" sg carry-DUR  key SFP SFP

Are you carrying the keys?

This distinction is even more apparent in tag questions, as shown in (29).

29) ne; & ne; in tag questions ([17] (19)(20))

a. ARLTERRA (E) ?

[awp1 [aspMirp [Topp [Top° Yaoshi] [rpdai-zhe t]] ne] yo V-u] (ne3)]?
key carry-DUR SFP not-have (SFP)
Are you carrying the keys or not?
b. K=ETHZK - RET (*16) FHE?
Zhangsan qu-guo Riben.  [awei [rr Ni  qu-guo] (*ney) mei-you] ne;]?
Zhangsan go-EXP Japan 2" sg go-EXP (*SFP)  not-have  SFP

Zhangsan has been to Japan. Have you?
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In (29) a., the ne; denotes aspect only and does not have a contrastive topic meaning, just like in (28), and it
falls below the tag “meiyou”. A ne; may be added to the end of the sentence to turn the question into a contrastive
question, implying that the addressee might be carrying something other than the keys. In (29) b., the ne, is excluded
since “been (to Japan)” is a completed act incompatible with durative aspect.

Having demonstrated the position /e and ne, take in the sentence structure, the problem now comes to what
function this position would represent. ne; is closely related to aspect in that it is limited to durative aspect expressions,
but like laizhe, it does not define nor obligatorily mark durative aspect. However, ne; does not seem to have a focus
function like laizhe;; in fact, it does not change the meaning of the sentence at all, apart from implying durative aspect
sometimes. The function of /e is perhaps even more under debate. The most common description might be that le
describes “currently relevant state” [18] or “state changing” [8]. Reference [19] claims that le is a marker of mirativity,
or “newthworthiness or surprise”. It seems quite difficult to summarize the subtle meanings of le and ne; with a single
term. Thus, we will resort to the simple combination of Aspect and Mirativity and refer to phrases headed by le and
ne; as AspMirP.

Illocution and Attitude

There has been extensive research and debate on the function of IBba. For example, [11] identifies only one ba,
denoting a weak imperative/advisative illocutionary force, while [8] identifies three, namely the imperative bdimp,
confirmational yes-no question marker bacoms, and the attitude marker ba,.. However, we argue that only two ba’s are
present: ba, as the confirmational yes-no question marker, and ba, as an attitude marker denoting weakening of tone.

The confirmation asking function of ba, is widely accepted and relatively straightforward. As shown in (30),
adding a ba, turns the sentence from a statement into a confirmation question. It can also form simplified confirmation

yes-no questions when combined with Xfdui ‘correct’ or &shi ‘be’.

(30)Ba, as confirmation question marker

a. MHEFE
Ta hui  kai che
3¢sg can drive car
He can drive a car.
b. MEFEIE?
[Foreep [Tp Ta hui  kai che] bay]
3dsg can drive car SFP

He can drive a car, right?

c. HhEFE - WIE?

Ta hui  kai che, dui ba;?
3dsg can drive car correct SFP

He can drive a car, is that right?

Reference [20] argues that all functions of ba are part of its properties as a mitigator, a pragmatic device that
eases the tone and reduces possibility for unwelcome reactions, based on Functional Discourse Grammar (FDG). We
will not adopt this theoretical framework in this article, but we will similarly argue that all appearances of ba in
declarative, exclamative, and imperative sentences can be summarized as having a mitigating effect.

31 ba, in declaratives

fth =EMAIIE
[awp2 [tp Ta hui  xihuan de] bay]
34.sg will  like SFP SFP
He will like it, probably.
(32) ba, in exclamatives
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XEFTmE!
[aup2 [Aspmicp tal hao le]  bay]
Too good SFP SFP
This is very good!
(33) ba, in imperatives
ANz RIE
[aup2 [Tr Qu chi  fan] bay]
Go eat meal SFP

Let’s go and eat.

In (31), adding a ba, would reduce the certainty of the statement, so that the addressee might be more com-
fortable to deny it, roughly corresponding to the English “probably” or “maybe”. (Both the weak declaration in (31)
and the confirmation question in (30) b. is formed by adding ba, directly after a normal declarative sentence. They
can only be distinguished through context: the question is used when the speaker assumes that the addressee has more
knowledge on the topic than themselves, while the declaration is often used to give uncertain answers to a question.)
In (32), adding the ba, reduces the force of the exclamation, so it is often spoken in a less agitated tone than a sentence
without ba,. In (33), ba, reduces the commanding force of the imperative, making the sentence sound like a friendly
proposal, while a sentence without it sounds more like a command from a superior.

Within the attitude SFPs, there also seems to be a possibility for cooccurrence and division of layers. Fol-
lowing [8], we will refer to the two layers of attitude markers as AttP1 and AttP2. However, contrary to the classifi-
cation in [8], we claim that both Bne; and #ilei, are members of AttP1.

34) SFP1 < AttP1

a. TR 0R/ME

[Aupt [AspMirP [tp xia yu] le] nes/lei]
fall rain SFP SFP

Ah, it is raining.

b. AR A X FE e/

[awpt [Focp [Tp  ta gangcai hai  zai zhe] laizhe] nes/leiy]
3dsg  justnow still beat here SFP SFP

He was here just now! (How come he is not here now?)

35) AttP1 < AttP2 (modified from [8] (27) (28))

a. BHXERRTTURMN /3 XA %15 ST i !

[awp2 [Awp1 [P WO zhe hai mei shuo wan] nes/lei,] ma]!
I*sg this stil NEG say finish SFP SFP
Oh, look, I haven’t finished speaking yet! (Please be patient! / Please give me more time!)
b. i XEREIRIEIE!/Ath &% E VRIENNE |
[awp2 [awp1 [P ta you duo-zhe ni] nes/lei,] ba]!
3¢sg again hide-DUR 2"sg SFP SFP

Probably, look, he again hides himself from you!

Examples (34) and (35) shows that ne; and lei are in a position above SFP1 and below AttP2, and they are
roughly interchangeable, with lei being more informal. (Examples with Force SFPs is not given since attitude markers
are not allowed in interrogatives, and all Force SFPs happen to mark interrogative force.)

There has been extensive research of ne;’s function in sentences. Reference [21] describes the function of
nes as expressing contrast or negation of a certain assumption, either contained in the context or in the sentence itself.
Reference [17] gives a more detailed argument, and proposes two functions for ne, one is marking aspect, and the
other is marking Contrastive Topic (CT). A CT marker “signals an utterance as addressing a particular issue in the
discourse, while leaving one or more contrasting issues unaddressed.” [22]. ne; and lei, seems to have a similar
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function as an attitude marker. As shown in (36) a., adding ne; or lei, implies that the information given in the response
(Zhangsan said that he is going to the conference) contrasts with an assumption in the context (Zhangsan is telling the
truth vs. he doesn’t seem to be planning to go), but this contrast is left unresolved. However, in (36) b., the response
fully resolves the question, so no possible CT is left for ne; or lei, to mark.

(36) Contrastive Topic with nes/lei> ([S] (11)(12))

a. (Is Zhangsan going to the conference?)

hBRF A NE/E. ... ((ERMERENT)

[aup2 [TP Ta gen WO shuo yao qu]  nes/leir] ...
3d.sg with  I*isg say will go  SFP

(danshi ta hai mei mai ji-piao.)

(but 3rd.sg still have.not  buy plane-ticket)

He told me he’s going... (but he still hasn’t bought a plane ticket.)

b. (How did you find out that Zhangsan is going to the conference?)

fhERF YL thE R (*0E/1) )
Ta gen  wo shuo yao qu (*nes/leir).
3dsg with I*sg say will go (*SFP)

He told me he’s going.

However, [17] does not make the distinction between ne, and nes, explaining both with the CT theory. We
put ne; and nes under separate categories because 1) it is generally believed that Attitude takes a position above Force,
and 2) ne, changes the illocution of a sentence, sometimes even corrects an ungrammatical sentence, but nes; does not,
as shown in (37).

(37 ne,
a. *UIRZAR
*ruguo shi  ni
If be  2Msg

*If it were you

b. SN ZARIE ?

[Forcep [TP ruguo shi  ni] ne;|
If be  2Msg SFP

How about if it were you? (What would you do?)

lei, would function similarly in follow-up questions like these. However, ne and lei appearing in special
questions should be considered as attitude markers, since they are not obligatory in special questions, and implies that
the question is asked in response a certain contrast in context.

(38) nes/lei, in special questions
a. =REEIEIR?
shi shei zai chang  ge?
Be who SMLT sing song

Who is singing?

b. FUETENS I/ ?

[awp2 [TP shi shei zai chang ge] nes/leiz]?
Be who SMLT  sing song  SFP

Who is singing there? (They are not supposed to be singing!)

As shown in (38), a question without nes/lei, is neutral, while one with them is often used as a weak accusa-
tion. This is coherent with other CT uses of nes/lei,. (38) b. can be interpreted as implying the contrast of “It is not
allowed to sing here” with “someone is singing here now”.
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Confirmation Markers in The Highest Layer

In recent years, many have started to take note of the Mandarin confirmation marker 4a and include it in the discussions
for SFPs (e.g. [23], [24], etc.). However, they generally do not follow the generative framework based on Split CP
hypothesis. Here we will attempt to fit ha into our previous framework, along with other possible confirmation markers
Bla, and IEen.

Ha, a,, and en are often added after declaratives, imperatives, and interrogatives to express a confirmation
seeking meaning. In (39) a., adding them has an effect similar to adding a ba, and forming a weakened confirmation
question. (39) b. expresses an emphasis on the speaker’s desire, sometimes even command, to get an answer. (45) c.
functions as an imperative that expects a positive reply, very possibly said by a shop owner to their employees.

(39) Confirmational markers in sentences (modified from [24](1) b.)
a. RMIZ2AREPFIIRO0S/ /R 2
[Respp [P Nimen shi[xomp jiU dianzhong kai men de]] ha/a,/en]?
2"pl  be nine  o’clock open door  SFP SFP
You open at nine o’clock, right?

b.  ARMIALREPHATIG - N5/m/08 2
[Respp [Forcer [rr Nimen jiu dianzhong kai men] ma] ha/ayen]?
24pl  nine  o’clock open door SFP SFP

Do you open at nine o’clock? Is that right?

c. ARMIFLLREpFIIE - M5/mE/0R ?

[Respp [awp2 [P Nimen jiu jiu dianzhong kai men] bay] ha/a,/en]?
2"pl  just nine o’clock open door SFP  SFP

Just open at nine o’clock, will you?

It is also obvious from these examples that ha/a,/en takes a position even higher than AttP2. Another im-
portant evidence for the claim that RespP is above CP and AttP is that there is usually a pause between ha/a,/en and
the rest of the sentence.

(40) Pause before RespP ([24](8))

XEFUZEIE - I ?

[Respp [Aap2 [P Zhe dao ti mei cuo] bas] [pause marker] ha]?

this CLF exercise NEG wrong  SFP SFP

Probably, this exercise is not wrong, eh?

Reference [23] proposes an explanation based on interactional structure, a structure above CP that denotes
discourse interactions, which is further split into Grounding Speaker, Grounding Addressee, and Response. We will
not adopt this relatively pragmatics-oriented analysis, but we would agree that attitude and response markers are above
the traditional CP. Thus, we now have a complete structure of the Mandarin SFP system. The structural hierarchy is
summarized below.

(41) The structural heirarchy
a. (TP)<CP < AttP < RespP
b. (TP) < AspMirP < FocP (< NomP < CondP) < ForceP < AttP1 < AttP2 < RespP

Some Extreme Cases

In this section, we will test our theory with some uncommon and extreme cases of SFP cooccurrence. Two kinds of
situations will be studied here: cooccurrence of homonyms and cooccurrence of three SFPs and above.

ISSN: 2167-1907 www.JSR.org/hs 16



HIGH SCHOOL EDITION

@ Journal of Student Rescarch

Volume 14 Issue 1 (2025)

It is widely accepted that there are two kinds of T le in Mandarin Chinese, namely the verbal le marking
perfective aspect, and sentential /e functioning as an SFP as discussed in previous sections [15]. This distinction is
evident in sentences where both /e’s are present.

42) Two kinds of le ([15] (10))
Zhangsan chi le san ge pingguo le.
Zhangsan eat PERF three CLF apple SFP

Zhangsan has eaten three apples.

With the object “three apples” intervening, the two le’s are clearly separate, but if le appears after an intran-
sitive verb, the position of the two le’s will coincide, leading to an ambiguity in meaning.

(43) Ambiguous /e ([15] (9) a.)

=BT
Zhangsan pang le.
Zhangsan fat PERF-SFP

Zhangsan became fat/is fat (now).

As shown in (43), the /e at the end of the sentence can be interpreted as perfective, SFP, or both. Distinction
between these functions can only be based on context.

A similar situation happens in sentences with ne. All three functions of ne are SFPs, with ne; in AspMirP,
ne; in ForceP, and ne; in AttP1. ne, seems to be impossible to cooccur with the other two ne’s due to a limitation in
sentence type. However, a ne;-ne; cooccurrence is perfectly possible. An example for two ne occurrences and an
ambiguous ne is given in (44) a. and b. respectively.

(44) ne;-ne; cooccurrence

a. NI EBRIERE
[aep1 [Focp [aspmirp [P ta gangcai zai he cha] ne;| laizhe;] nes]

3dsg justnow SMLT drink tea SFP SFP SFP
He was drinking just now. (not reading, driving, etc.)
b. P EIEZIE
Ta gangcai zai he cha nei s
34.sg justnow  SMLT drink tea SFP
He was drinking just now./ He was drinking just now. (not reading, driving, etc.)
a, and a, may also cooccur, but because of the existence of the pause marker between RespP and AttP2, there
is always two instances of a.
(45) Two instances of a
AERTF I, o2
[Respp [Awp2 [Embp [rp shi i gan] de] a,] [pause marker] a,]
Be 2Ysg do SFP  SFP SFP
So, it is you who did this, huh?
Other cooccurrences are impossible due to incompatibility of sentence type, clash of position, or contradic-
tion in meaning. Due to limited space, we will not discuss all of them here.
As for cooccurrence of more than three SFPs, sentences like this are theoretically possible but extremely rare
in actual speech. Here we will attempt to construct a sentence with the maximum number of SFPs possible.
(46) Maximal cooccurrence

FERTR T REVHRILMMAES TREEE - 1 ?

[Respp [AttP2 [AtP1 [FocP [AspMirP [TP [EmbP [FocP [AspMirp [TP zuotian xia yu] le] laizhe] de]
yesterday fall rain SFP SFP SFP

xiaoxi rang ta shengqi] le] laizhe:]  nes] baz] [pause marker] az]

news make 3rd.sg angry SFP SFP SFP SFP SFP
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(I think) it is the case that the news that it rained yesterday made him angry, eh?

Example (46) includes 8 SFPs, 3 in the embedded clause and 5 in the matrix clause, covering 6 of the 7
classes of SFPs identified here. The only class not included here is ForceP, since including a force marker would
exclude AttP1 and AttP2, but we can simply change the ne; and ba, in (46) into ma or me to include ForceP into the
construction. This sentence and similar constructions prove that the theory for SFPs proposed in this article can reliably
predict the grammaticality of sentences including SFPs.

Discussion and Conclusion

In this article, we looked at current discussions regarding the sentence-final particle system in Mandarin Chinese, gave
a complete summary of all known SFPs, proposed a phrasal structure for them, examined their functions and phrasal
position, and looked at some extreme cases to verify our theory. More specifically, we proposed a new hierarchical
order of SFPs that fully explains their occurrence in the Mandarin language and discussed properties of SFPs such as
head direction, root/non-root asymmetry, cooccurrence. We hope to organize the many debates revolving around
Mandarin SFPs using a generative theoretical framework, give a holistic analysis of the entire field, and bring attention
to the hidden side of complexity for languages heavily relying on context inference like Mandarin.

This article is certainly not flawless, nor does it claim to settle all debates regarding Mandarin SFPs. We have
largely omitted the complex relations between SFPs and modals, relational words, verbs, adverbs, intonation, etc. Nor
have we gone deep into the theoretical framework used to explain the workings of the SFP system.

For future research, there are many possible directions to explore. Many have claimed that using a generative
approach and Split CP hypothesis to explain the SFP system is flawed and have proposed various new theoretical
frameworks. A good topic for future research might be to employ such theoretical frameworks to make a summary of
the SFP system as complete as this one. Also, many claims on grammaticality given in this article is produced by the
author himself and other Mandarin speakers without linguistic training. Future research may attempt to correct some
of these claims and the phrasal structure built on top of them or use experimental methods to verify these claims. It is
also possible to go into more detail of the complexity theory and explore more complex interactions within the SFP
system.
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