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On the Source of the Sentence-final Particle na from Overseas

Collections of Ho-Kien Fu Dialect Documents

Yanan Liu and Jingmin Shao

Jinan University

Abstract

The modern Chinese sentence-final particle na has two origins: first, it derives from a phonetic
change of @ when the preceding word has an “-n” coda, denoted as na,; second, it originates from the
syllabic fusion of the sentence-final particles ne and a, denoted as na,. Drawing on a series of Ho-
Kian Fu dialect documents compiled by late Qing missionaries, and supplemented by Beijing dialect
documents and contemporary Hebei dialect data, this study demonstrates from multiple perspectives
the existence of the consecutive use of the sentence-final particles ne and a, thereby substantiating
the plausibility of the syllabic fusion theory for na,. After ne a fused into na,, the mood expressed
by na, has also developed from superimposed mood to composite mood. Specifically, in non-
interrogative sentences, na, conveys a strong reminding mood; in interrogative sentences, it conveys
a mitigated pragmatic force of reminder and inquiry (in information-seeking questions), or the
speaker’s critical or reproachful stance (in rhetorical questions). Owing to its multifunctionality and
high frequency, na, likely exerted an assimilative effect on na,, which is homonymous and occupies
the same syntactic position. This ultimately led to the merger of this portion of na, with na,, together
constituting the sentence-final particle na in modern Chinese.

Keywords

Ho-Kian Fu dialect documents, ne a, na, composite mood, assimilation
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