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The title of my presentation today is “The Typological Value of the Chinese Modality Particles.”  It consists of three parts.  The first part is “Identification of the Problem,” which explains the motivations for the paper. As it is well known, there is a class of sentence-final particles in Chinese, which have been regarded as unique to the language.  The first Chinese grammarian Ma Jianzhong, after an extensive treatment of the modality particles of classical Chinese, declared that the modality particles are a unique feature of the language {助词者，华文所独}。In recent years, in the enthusiasm of explaining Chinese grammar within the framework of linguistic typology by Greenberg and Comrie, a few scholars achieved to some degree in discussing the universals of Chinese and other languages.  One of them, however, discredited the popular view among Chinese linguists that modality particles are unique to Chinese and argued that the uniqueness is actually a universal among unrelated languages in Asian, Europe and the Americas.  I disagree with him.


The second part is entitled “the Nature of Modality and Linguistic Universals.”  To explain the typological value of the Chinese modality particles, I would like to examine the nature of modality first. This paper discusses Otto Jespersen, Lu Shuxiang 吕叔湘and Wang Li 王力 and defines modality as “the external form of the semantics for mood.” To explain the definition, I cite an event from Chinese history. During the period of Three Kingdoms, Cui Yan 崔琰，a high official of the Kingdom of Wei, wrote the sentence 事佳耳 shi jia er “good deeds er” to evaluate what Cao Cao (曹操), the King of Wei, had been doing for the state. The King took offense of the use of 耳 er and put Cui Yan to death. The particle er is an equivalent of classical Chinese 而已 er yi “just that” and the modern spoken Chinese 不过…罢了buguo…bale “only…nothing else.” The sentence 事佳耳 shi jia er indeed contains some dissatisfaction of what Cao did. Evaluation is, indeed, a semantic category. This example tells that modality particles are syntactic forms of the semantic contents of moods. And moods are human universals and expressions of modality are linguistic universals.


The third part, “Parametric Analysis”, selects the following six forms for contrastive analysis between Chinese, English and Russian: intonation, modality verbs, word order, adverbs, parenthetical expressions, modality particles. The result shows that Chinese tends to use sentence-final particles for modality.  In yes-no questions, for example:




English 






Chinese



Are you Chinese?





你是中国人吗？



Can John play the piano?


    
约翰会弹钢琴吗？



Have you got something for a headache?
你有治头痛的药吗？ 

While the English questions employs the reverse word order plus a rising intonation, the Chinese ones don’t involve a word order change, but they use the rising intonation and the modality particle 吗 ma.  Without the吗 ma, they may remain questions all right, but they would sound very stiff, much like retorts or rhetorical questions.  For another example:



What on earth are you doing?

This question uses the initial WH word what, the parenthetical on earth and the falling intonation. If translated into Chinese, the sentence may or may not use a sentence-final modality particle for questioning.  But, if it does use one, there is a choice between different forms:


你到底想干什么呢？

The tone is soft in the above translation, while there will be some surprise in the following one:

你到底想干什么呀？

The main body of the sentence is the same, but the subtle tones are differentiated by 呢 ne and 呀ya. If translated without a particle like the following:


你到底想干什么？

It indicates anger and dissatisfaction. The subtle differences may have to rely on the context in English.


The Russian sentence below expresses the conjecture mood by a parenthetical expression должно быть, while the Chinese corresponding expression is the adverb 大概dagai “probably.” But if the sentence-final particle 呢ne is added, the mood would be more assertive and less conjectural. 




А мой Алексей，должно быть，где-нибудь в катры играет！



我的阿列克谢大概在什么地方玩牌呢！


Chauncey Chu (2006) gives three interesting examples, from which two are cited below:

(1) A: 他家很穷，你就不要跟他来往了。

He’s from such a poor family, you better not be friends with him.

B：他家有三条牛呢。



For your information, they have three head of cattle

(2) A: 你现在等着毕业了，真开心。

You are just waiting to graduate. How happy you must be!

B: 我还得写一篇论文呢。



Well, you know, I still have a thesis to write.

It’s quite obvious that what can be expressed by the sentence-final particle 呢 ne in Chinese, must be described by multi-word parenthetical expressions in English.  Now imagine what would happen in a reverse manner, i.e. if the English sentences were to be translated into Chinese.  If for your information in (1) and well, you know in (2) were respectively translated verbatim as 告诉你 and 是啊，你知道，they would necessarily be very awkward and much less expressive than a single 呢 ne , which, in these contexts, is natural but plentiful in meaning.  The two cases of 呢ne, according to Chu, are for the purpose of increasing “relevance” in the dialogues. While relevance is a discourse concept, it is a sense of natural connection from the viewpoint of modality.


In addition, there are multiple uses of two or three sentence-final modality particles to express compound modality, such as 也夫 ye fu，也哉 ye zai，焉可yan ke，焉哉yan zai，焉可矣 yan ke yi，也乎哉 ye hu zai, etc. in classical Chinese and 呢吗 ne ma，的呢 de ne，了呢 le ne，了吧 le ba，来着呢 lai zhe ne, etc. in Modern Chinese.


In sum, many devices of modality expression are shared by Chinese, English and Russian.  What English and Russian lack is the sentence-final modality particles, which are abundant in Chinese. The heavy reliance on sentence-final particles for modality in Chinese, thus, can be considered significant in typology.


The fourth part is “Historical and Dialectal Analysis.”  We recognize that a typological study of this kind may be helpful to Sino-Tibetan studies. Though Sino-Tibetan languages are in the employment of sentence-final modality particles, they differ not only in the number of the particles but also in their form (i.e. phonetic shape) and function. Those particles don’t seem to be able to have derived from the same sources. Take the yes-no question particle, for example. It is 乎 hu in classical Chinese, 吗 ma in modern Chinese, and ni51 in Jing Po (景颇) of the Tibetan-Burmese family.  It is not plausible to assume that the three forms come from the same source, as 乎hu was an Ancient Chinese modality particle while 吗 ma came from the Middle Chinese sentence-final 无wu. It is, indeed, certain that many modality particles in modern Chinese and Sino-Tibetan languages have developed through history. Then, why is it that no sentence-final modality particles have developed in Indo-European languages?  There must be some typological reason for that.  I would like to invite further considerations.


The historical development of Chinese modality particles is a significant issue.  There has been some progress in this field. Though the well-known linguist Wang Li 王力declared in the 1950s that none of the Ancient Chinese modality particles are available in modern Chinese any more, the claim has been revised. I presented an article “From 也ye to 啊a ” at the 37th ICSTLL, which argues for the derivation of the modern Chinese 啊a from the Ancient Chinese modality particle 也ye. The article has been published in the Journal of Chinese Linguistics (in China), No. 12. Another scholar has also argued for the derivation of the modern Chinese modality particle 呢ne from the Ancient Chinese modality particle 尔er. In either case, however, the derivation is not direct, but through several stages. We believe that the study of the different stages of derivation will help establish the historical typology of the Chinese modality particles.  In addition, the modality particles in Chinese dialects are quite varied and distinct.  They are not easily exchangeable. This suggests that a study of dialectal modality particles will hopefully lead to a geographical typology for them.


Finally, this paper believes in the following: The fact that Chinese relies heavily on sentence-final particles for modality is a strucuralization of the concepts of modality.  As a result, the Chinese language can be considered a language of modality structuralization. 
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