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Chapter 3
The UFP a in Taiwan Mandarin

3.1 Introduction

The particle a [a] is one of the most frequently used UFPs in Taiwan Mandarin
(Tseng and Gibbon 2006: 802). As Chung (1966: 129-131) writes, this onsetless
particle “changes its sound according to the coda of the preceding word” (quoted
and translated by Wang and Liu 2010: 2) and generate variants such as [ja], [wa],
[na], [na], [za], etc. In other words, [j], [w], [n], [9] and [z] are consonants “resulting
from the spreading of the final consonant of a syllable to the initial position of an
onsetless particle” (Wang and Liu ibid.: 1), and are termed as “liaison consonant”
(ibid.). However, as Wang and Liu (ibid.: 2-4) claim, the liaison rule proposed by
Chung cannot explain every case they observe in their data. For example, According
to the rule, one variant [ja] is supposed to occur after [i], [y] and diphthongs ending
in [i]. According to Wang and Liu’s (ibid.: 3) observation, it also follows other
vowels such as [a], [0], [¥], and [€].! They suggest that one possible explanation is
the collocation: [ja] is collocated with [a], [o], [¥], and [€]. However, they also
observe that “it is not uncommon for the speakers to depart from such collocation
practice.” For example, a considerable amount of occurrence of [ja] occurs after the
consonant [1] in their data.? They thus claim that the use of variant of a is “a matter
of preference rather than a rule” (ibid.: 4). In this chapter, I use a in my transcription
of examples. If [ja] does not result from liaison, it is transcribed as ya.

In previous research, the UFP a is usually analyzed in a broader context of
Mandarin (cf. Chao 1968, Li & Thompson 1981, C. Z. Chu 1994 and C. C. Chu
2002, Xiong & Lin 2004, R. Wu 2004, B. Li 2006, Wang 2013, etc.), and is rarely
discussed in the context of Taiwan Mandarin alone.> A possible explanation why the

' Usually, [ja] does not occur after [u] (cf. Chao 1968: 803, Wang and Liu 2010:
2). However, on the basis of a Google search done in 2007, Wang and Liu (ibid.:
3) point out that [ja] is used in the phrase hdo ya [hau ja] ‘okay’ seven times
more (5,400,000 hits) than the other variant [wa] (769,000 hits), which results
from the liaison.

Searching the Mandarin UFP ya [ja] and a [a] following piilang [p"u lan] ‘plurk’
on Google by inserting the characters 7% /4§, Wang and Liu (ibid.: 4) have
found out that although most occurrences still follow the liaison rule (thus [p'u
lan a]), “there are still about one tenth of the time when the [a] form was
rendered as [ja]” (thus [p"u lan ja]).

As already mentioned in chapter 2, most of the studies mentioned above do not
indicate whether the data includes utterances from Taiwan Mandarin speakers.
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UFP ¢ in Taiwan Mandarin has not attracted more attention is that its use is
considered consistent within Mandarin and regional variation.

In general terms, it is true that the conversational contexts of a in Taiwan Man-
darin are quite similar to those in mainland Mandarin. However, a few cases of a in
my Taiwan Mandarin data are not accepted by mainland Mandarin speakers. In line
1 of example (1), at the beginning of the conversation, speaker M attaches a (with a
high, flat pitch) to the time word gunidn ‘last year’ in order to direct the hearer’s at-
tention to a certain period of time—the background of the subsequent utterance. My
informants from mainland China indicate that they would not use a in this way.

(H—>1M qunian  at ni  you kanna ge wangqiu gongkai saii ma?
last.year PRT 2sg have see that CL tennis open  game PRT

2F qunian(.) you af.
last.year have PRT

MI1: Did you watch the open tennis tournament last year?
F2:  Last year, yes I did.

According to my mainland Mandarin informants, in mainland Mandarin, speakers
would not use any particle after gunidn in line 1 in such a situation. In Taiwan Man-
darin, the use of @ in such a context is not obligatory but very common. As I will ar-
gue in the following sections, such a difference results from the influence of South-
ern Min on Taiwan Mandarin. However, at this moment it is hard to say whether the
use of a here is just a kind of code-switching or has already been transferred or “bor-
rowed” from Southern Min to Taiwan Mandarin.

Comparing the prosodic properties of intonation of Mandarin spoken in China
and Taiwan, Tseng (2004: 189) finds that the UFP «a in a question like Jiéjie, ni’ qu
nar a? ‘Sister, where are you going?’ has a “distinctive rising intonation” in main-
land Mandarin, but not in Taiwan Mandarin. Kuang and Kuo (2011) notice that “ob-
vious lengthening and stress placement on final particles are observed in Taiwan
Mandarin, while those particles are reduced in Beijing Mandarin.” Furthermore,
from the previous literature one may infer that in some cases, linguists from
mainland China and Taiwan have different phonological judgments on the same case
(for details, see 3.2.4). In short, there are good reasons to claim that formally and
functionally, the Taiwan Mandarin UFP a does not fully correspond to its coun-
terpart ¢ in mainland China.
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In section 3.2, I will review previous studies on « in Mandarin and Taiwan
Mandarin. My hypothesis will be presented in section 3.3. This hypothesis will be
tested and discussed in section 3.4, with my Taiwan Mandarin data. Section 3.5
presents the conclusion.

3.2 Previous studies

As mentioned above, most of the previous studies on a do not specifically include
Taiwan Mandarin data. For instance, C. Z. Chu (1994), B. Li (2006), and Wang
(2013) use mainland Mandarin as research data. The primary data used by C. C. Chu
(2002: 16) come from “recordings of six hours of conversation at family
gatherings.” C. C. Chu does not mention whether all the speakers are from mainland
China or Taiwan, but mentions that, although some of the speakers have dialectal
background, “Mandarin is their family language.” Many other scholars propose one
core function that can provide a general account for the various uses and contexts.
However, there is some disagreement with regard to the question of what this core
function should be. In what follows I will sum up and critically evaluate previous
studies.

3.2.1 C. Z. Chu (1994)

In his comparison of sentences with and without the UFP a, C. Z. Chu (1994: 47)
concludes that g-attached sentences always sound softer, which is in line with the
claim of Li and Thompson (1981: 313-7) that a serves to express “reduced
forcefulness.” Examples (2a—d) are adapted from C. Z. Chu.

(2) (C. Z. Chu 1994: 44-5, my transcription, glosses and translation)

a. ni qu bu qu a?
2sG g0 NEG go PRT
‘Do you go or not?’

b. ni qu ba qu?
2sG g0 NEG go
‘Do you go or not?’

c. mingtian zaodian lai al
tomorrow earlier come  PRT
‘Come earlier tomorrow!’
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d. mingtian zaodian lai!
tomorrow earlier  come
‘Come earlier tomorrow!’

According to C. Z. Chu (1994), the a-attached question (2a) sounds softer than (2b),
and the a-attached imperative sentence (2¢) sounds more like an advice, rather than
a direct command, as (2d). However, C. Z. Chu’s analysis is based on isolated sen-
tences only. He does not provide any conversational context in which the example
sentences occur, and does not identify the pitch realization of his a-attached senten-
ces. As a result, the above sentences may occur in various contexts, most of which
would yield different interpretations or could be judged differently by different
native speakers.

3.2.2 Shie (1991)

Shie (1991) is one of the few studies which explicitly uses Taiwan Mandarin data.
His data was collected from TV talk shows, drama series, radio interviews, and daily
conversations. Shie argues that the UFP @ has two phonological variants: one is with
a higher tone; the other is pronounced with “a slightly falling intonation” (ibid.: 6).
He further claims that these two variants of a occur in different contexts and carry
different functions: the high-pitch a occurs in responses and serves to respond to
“the stimulation of an existing proposition” (ibid.: 19); whereas the low-pitch a oc-
curs “only in questions and exclamations” and can be used “to challenge, to con-
demn, to request hearer confirmation, and to delay the time for reaction when used
in echo questions” (ibid.: 199).

Shie’s approach has been criticized by C. C. Chu, who argues that the study
“suffers from being largely taxonomic in nature, unable to provide a general charac-
teristic for the particle from which all the interactional functions and structural inter-
pretations can be systematically and reasonably derived” (2002: 10-11). As a matter
of fact, as my own analysis below will show, Shie’s study does not cover all of the
usages of @ in my Taiwan Mandarin data.

Shie’s argument about the pitch variation has been supported by many follow-
ing studies (e.g. C. C. Chu 2002, R. Wu 2004, B. Li 2006, etc.), regardless of the
regional origins of the data. The existence of two a variants (i.e. high-pitch a and
low-pitch a) in both Mandarin varieties may thus be considered uncontroversial.*

4 Using the Mandarin Conversational Dialogue Corpus (MCDC) established by
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3.2.3 C. C. Chu (2002)

C. C. Chu (2002: 39) defines the UFP «a as a discourse marker and proposes that its
core function is to “indicate ‘speaker involvement’ in the current state of
affair.”Combining Shie’s (1991) claim that a has two variants with 1. Li’s (1999)
analysis of Taiwan Southern Min, C. C. Chu suggests that a high pitch on the

>

particle signals “addressee orientation,” meaning that the a-attached utterance is
“intentionally directed to the addressee” (2002: 26). On the contrary, a low pitch on
the particle signals “speaker orientation,” which means that the utterance is

“primarily meant for the speaker him-/herself” (ibid.).

3.2.4 B. Li (2006)

In line with C. C. Chu (2002), B. Li (2006: 64) argues that UFP a is a discourse
marker and claims that compared to other Mandarin UFPs such as ne, ba and ma, a
“displays a greater variation in terms of the contexts in which it may occur and the
interpretations that it may evoke” (2006: 37). She distinguishes high and low pitch
variations associated with a, and follows C. C. Chu’s (2002) analysis that the high
pitch marks “addressee orientation” and the low pitch marks “speaker orientation,”
as in the following examples (quoted from B. Li (2006: 47). Lines 1 and 2 are cited
from R. Wu (2004: 181); line 3 is added by B. Li):*

the Academia Sinica (http://mmc.sinica.edu.tw/mcdc_e.html), C. Liu (2005) ex-
amines the relationship between nineteen pragmatic functions (sixteen proposed
by Shie (1991), three added by C. Liu) and pitch realizations of a with the help
of computational engineering. He finds that there are four pitch contours of a,
including mid high-falling, high-level, mid-falling, and mid-rising. However, he
claims that owing to the fact that “there is no clear-cut preference for the
distributions of pragmatic functions of particle 4 to a certain pitch realizations”
(ibid.: 71), these pitch contours do not correlate with the pragmatic functions
perfectly. Adapting R. Wu’s (2004) classification of pragmatic functions of a, H.
Liu (2011) also investigates the relation between pitch realization and pragmatic
function of a. Her result supports the claim that there are two phonetically
distinctive types of a, because she finds a “contrastive relationship” (ibid.: 1269)
between a used in interrogatives and non-interrogatives.

In the original transcription of previous literature, there is no arrow next to the
particle a. In this thesis, for the reader’s convenience, I will add an upwards
arrow (1) and a downwards arrow () to indicate the high-pitch and low-pitch
respectively if the pitch height is indicated by the authors.
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(3) (B. Li 2006: 47, some glosses are modified)

1H ei, weishénme hui  dud yi wan fan zai nabian?
PRT why can additional one CL rice at there

- 2X hai you <E Victor E> af
still have Victor PRT

— 3H ou, hai you <E Victor E>a]
PRT still have ~ Victor ~ PRT

Hl: Hey, how come there is an additional bow] of rice over there?
X2:  There is still Victor.
H3:  Oh, there is still Victor.

B. Li (2006: 47) states that in this situation, the utterance in line 2 in (3) indicates
that “the speaker X thinks that H should have known the answer, and expects an ex-
planation for his ignorance. In this sense X is saying something like ‘There is still
Victor. — How come you don t know?’ In contrast, the speaker of the second a-suffix
sentence, i.e., H, is expressing his own sudden realization of the situation, claiming
that, ‘There is still Victor. I see the reason now.”” (B. Li 2006: 47, original italics).
Subscribing to C. C. Chu’s (2002) proposal, B. Li applies the high vs. low
pitch dichotomy to the other Mandarin UFPs (such as ne, ba and ma) and claims that
sentences attached by a high-pitch particle usually “imply that the speaker is inviting
the hearer’s response or expecting further discussion,” whereas utterances attached
by a low-pitch particle usually “convey the speaker’s own opinion, sound more
definitive and tend to close the conversation” (2006: 47—48).B. Li disagrees with C.
C. Chu’s claim that the core function of a is to indicate “speaker involvement” in the
current state of affair. Instead, she subscribes to R. Wu’s (2004: 33) argument that
“so far as a speaker chooses to produce an utterance about, or a response to, a
particular matter, he or she can be seen as indicating his or her involvement in that
matter” (2006: 51). Arguing that C. C. Chu’s analysis of speaker involvement is
“unnecessary,” B. Li (ibid.: 50) suggests that a functions to highlight the relevance
of the utterance to its discourse context. In other words, a is used to show the
speaker’s effort to relate his/her own utterance to the conversational environment. B.
Li argues that in example (4) (B. Li 2006: 50, citing R. Wu 2004: 155), there is no
apparent connection between the content of the question delivered by C and the
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conversation that is going on between W and C. She (ibid.) believes that the use of a
increases the relevance between C’s question and its conversational environment. In
this case, it serves to call the hearer’s attention to what is being asked.

(4) (B. Li 2006: 50, partly modified transcription and glosses)

1w ta hai jianchai ou.
3sG still work-part-time PRT
2C zhe ge zé€nme Kkai?
this CL how open
3W san tian zai taida, san tian zuo ji.

three day at  Taiwan.University three day do prostitute

— 4C zhe ge zénme kai al?
this CL how open PRT

W1: She also has a part-time job.

C2: How to open this?

W3: Three days at Taiwan University, and three days as a prostitute.
C4:  How to open this?

B. Li further claims that when a-attached utterances are relevant to the main conver-
sation topic, as in (5), the a-attached utterances show the speaker’s high degree of
concern with the hearer’s reaction. Example (5) is taken from B. Li (2006: 51) citing
R. Wu (2004: 206-207). This conversation takes place during a dinner party,
involving a group of friends. Prior to this part of the conversation, the topic of the
conversation was the upcoming trip of participant L to Taiwan. Just before this
excerpt, X has made the suggestion that L should consider taking either China Air-
lines or Eva Airlines. However, this suggestion is contested by C in line 1, who as-
serts that these two airlines are quite expensive.
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(5) (B. Li 2006: 51, partly modified transcription, glosses and translation)

1C késhi huahang gén changrong dou shi bijiao gui de.
but China.airlines and Eva.air  all be relatively expensive DE

— 2X jushud huédhang hén pianyi aft.
it’s.said China.airlines very cheap PRT

3C tamen geéng pianyi.
3pL more cheap

— 4W bu hui ba. hudhang hai shi hén gui af.
NEG can PRT China.airlines still be very expensive PRT

- 5X jushud xianzai yijing bijido pianyi le  af.
it’s.said now already relatively cheap PRT PRT

6X késhi yao rénshou shéngming- rénshou sheéngming de wéixian.
but need bear  life bear life DE danger

C1: But both China Airlines and Eva Airlines are more expensive.

X2:  Theard that China Airlines was very cheap.

C3:  They are cheaper.

W4: No way. China Airlines is still very expensive.

X5-6: 1heard that it has already become cheaper now, but you need to
tolerate- tolerate the risk of life.

Comparing the a-attached utterances in example (5) and their counterparts without «,
B. Li claims that the latter convey a strong force; they sound more abrupt and defini-
tive. On the other hand, with the deployment of a, speakers “seem more concerned
with the hearers’ reaction” (2006: 41). She suggests that the addition of a makes “the
speaker’s participation in the conversation more activated.” This effect is induced
since a “functions to increase the degree of relevance of the utterance to the dis-
course unit” (ibid: 51).

Although I agree that the use of a is to some extent related to the conversatio-
nal environment, I disagree with B. Li’s analysis of the two examples cited above.
Following Norrick’s (1987: 256) argument that a repetition itself can already be
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“hearer-oriented in creating cohesion and segmenting the discourse for processing,”
I believe that, with the repetition, the speaker can establish coherence with the
previous dialogue and it helps the hearer process the information. In these two
examples, even without a, the two repetitions zhé ge zénme kai? ‘how to open this?’
in line 4 of example (4) and jushuo xianzai yijing bijiao pianyi le ‘1 heard that it has
already become cheaper now’ in line 5 of example (5) by themselves fulfill the
function of calling the hearer’s attention. The claim that a functions to “increase the
relevance between a-attached utterance and discourse contexts” is therefore not
convincing.

As for example (5), I basically agree that the deployment of @ in lines 2, 4, and
5 shows the speaker’s higher degree of concern with the hearer’s reaction than their
counterparts without a. Yet I disagree with B. Li’s judgment that the cases without a
convey a strong force. On the contrary, according to my Taiwan Mandarin infor-
mants, the a-attached utterances actually convey a stronger force, which is also in
line with R. Wu’s (2004: 207) judgment.®

I also disagree with B. Li’s proposal that a serves to highlight the relevance of
the preceding utterance to the discourse context. First, as mentioned above, the rele-
vance can be strengthened by various conversational strategies, for instance, repeti-
tion. Second, the addition of any UFP generally indicates a higher degree of rele-
vance in comparison to utterances without an UFP. For instance, C. C. Chu (1984:
88-89) compares utterances with and without Mandarin UFP ne:

(6) Chu (1984: 88—89, partly modified transcription, glosses and translation)

1A ni xianzai déng zhe biye le, zhén Kkaixin.
256 how wait ASP graduate PRT really happy

— 2B wO hai dé xi€ yi pian lunwén ne.
s still must write one CL thesis PRT

Al:  You are now waiting for graduation. What a happy guy!
B2:  [Istill need to write my thesis.

¢ The different judgments for this case may be due to the fact that B. Li is a
mainland Mandarin native speaker, while R. Wu and I are Taiwan Mandarin
speakers.
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C. C. Chu claims that the UFP ne serves to connect the ne-attached utterance with
the previous discourse, when the ne-attached utterance is not in direct response to
the previous utterance. In example (6), if ne is left out, B’s response will sound ab-
rupt and indifferent, as if saying “it’s my business, not yours.” Here, B’s response to
A with ne increases the relevance, as if saying “this is not what you expected but it is
a response relating to what you said.”

If we replace the ne in line 2 with Mandarin UFP ou (as in (7)), which can
serve to “register a piece of information as news” (R. Wu 2004: 113), the degree of
relevance is still higher than without ou.

7 1A ni xianzai déng zhe biye le, zhén kaixin.
256 now wait ASP graduate PRT really happy
— 2B wo hai déi xi€ yi pian lunwén ou.
lsg  still must write one CL thesis PRT

Al: You are now waiting for graduation. What a happy guy!
B2: (Maybe you still don’t know, but) I still need to write my thesis.

Here, the ou-attached utterance is something the speaker supposes to be new to the
hearer. The deployment of ou implies that the hearer should receive this newly- pro-
vided information. In addition, the hearer is supposed to comprehend the speaker’s
indirect response, as if saying “this may not be what you expected but here is some
information you probably don’t know yet, and it is relevant to what you said.”

3.2.5R. Wu (2004)

R. Wu’s (2004: 38—40) core corpus comprises seven telephone conversations and
four video-taped conversations of altogether some 12 hours. All of the speakers are
from Taiwan. Although she supplements her data with another four hours of
mainland Mandarin data, it can still be argued that her primary data is Taiwan
Mandarin. She proposes that the UFP a can be uttered with a “notably low pitch”
and a “flat or slightly high pitch,” which is basically in line with previous studies
such as Shie (1991) and C. C. Chu (2002) (cf. R. Wu 2004: 229). R. Wu claims that
these two types of a occur in different contexts but share a central property: to mark
“the matter being responded to as deviant from how the matter should be, or
normally is, from the a speaker’s perspective” (ibid: 224).
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3.2.5.1 Low-pitch a: a-formulated questions and a-attached questions

In R. Wu’s data, the low-pitch a commonly occurs in interrogatives. It can be
attached to “a repeat, partial repeat, or a candidate understanding of what another
has said or intended in the previous turn, and thereby makes confirmation or
disconfirmation a relevant next action” (ibid.: 178). These instances are termed
“a-formulated questions” (ibid.: 129). For example, in example (8), B’s response can
be seen as an a-formulated question because mingtian ‘tomorrow’ is not a
“grammatically constructed question” by itself.

® 1A wo  mingtian qu  taibéi.
Isg  tomorrow go Taipei

— 2B mingtian  a|?
tomorrow  PRT

Al: Twill go to Taipei tomorrow.
B2: Tomorrow?

R. Wu claims that the “deviance” marked by a in such “a-formulated questions”
usually relates to the fact that the adequacy or truth value of what someone else has
just said runs counter to the a speaker’s expectation which is based on prior knowl-
edge or experience. Therefore, questions of this type “regularly serve as understand-
ing checks initiated as a result of problem in hearing or understanding the preceding
talk” (2004: 129). Example (9) is adapted from R. Wu (ibid.: 130). In this conversa-
tion, L is inquiring about the academic progress of a mutual friend.

(9) (R. Wu 2004: 130, modified transcription, glosses and translation)

IL ei, na  jul- j- shénme shihou biye?
PRT that jul- j- what time  graduate
2 )

— 3T <E Julie E> a|?
PN PRT
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4L hen.
PRT
5 0.2)

6T dagai shiyu¢  ba.
probably October PRT

L1: By the way, when will Jul- J- ...graduate?
T3:  Julie?

L4:  Yeah.

T6:  Probably October.

R. Wu argues that “in this context, the use of @ embodies the speaker’s less-than-full
grasp of what has just been delivered or intended by another speaker and therefore
can be viewed as invoking a contrast in the current knowledge or information state
between a speaker and his or her co-participant” (2004: 131). However, as B. Li ob-
serves, the contrast reading associated with this context arises anyway, no matter
whether a is present or not (2006: 38). The very action of posing a question about
some content mentioned in the preceding speech already signifies the speaker’s lack
of understanding.

Aside from a-formulated questions, according to R. Wu (2004: 152), the
low-pitch a can also be attached to “grammatically-constructed questions, such as
question-word questions, disjunctive questions, or A-not-A questions.” For instance,
the sentence ni qu bu gu a? means ‘do you go or not?’. Since ni gut bu qu ‘do you go
or not’ itself is already a question, R. Wu terms these cases “a-attached questions.”
She states that in the case of “a-attached questions,” the “deviance” marked by a is
circumstantial in nature, and is most commonly associated with what the “a
speaker” perceives as a problematic and/or unexpected aspect of a situation in the
local conversation environment.

The following excerpt is adapted from R. Wu (2004: 169), with slight
modifications which do not affect the meaning of the utterances. It is taken from a
telephone conversation between a dancer (X) and one of her acquaintances (D).
Prior to this excerpt, the dancer has talked about the sports injury she has been
suffering from.
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(10) (R. Wu 2004: 169, modified transcription, glosses and translation)

1D na- késhi jiu xiang yundongyuan af:, tamen-
that but just like athlete PRT 3pL

2D xiang yundongyuan de na ge nidnling dou bu chang af.
like athlete DE that CL age all NEG long PRT

3X dui yal. [tamen y¢& shi yiyang [[yundong shanghai.

right PRT  3pp also be same  sports injury
4X [jiu shi ymwei- [[yundong shanghai.
3pL also be sports injury
— 5D na-(.) wo xiang- tiaowu dehua y¢ hui bd hui zhéyangzi al?

that 1gg think dance if also will NEG will this.way  PRT

6X hui. tiaowl y€ shi yiyang.
will dance also be same

7 0.5)
8D ou::.
PRT

D1-2: Then- but just like athletes, they- Like all athletes, the uh career life
is not long.

X3:  Yeah. They are the same. Sports injuries.

D4-5: Just because of- sports injuries. And- I was wondering- if (you)
dance, will (you) also be like this?

X6:  Yes. Dancers are the same.

D8:  Oh::.

R. Wu argues that D deploys an a-attached question in line 5 because the topic of
this conversation is a potentially sensitive one, as it is about the short career spans of
athletes. Asking such a question may be regarded as insensitive. R. Wu further ar-
gues that the lack of a-suffixing to the question results from the questioner’s treat-
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ment of the question being asked as “non-delicate and non-problematic” (2004:
171).

In my data, however, the a-attached questions do not necessarily occur in a
problematic context. In example (11), M and F are talking about the 2001 Australian
Open Tennis Championship.

(1) 1M dou shi yixi€ bijiao youming de xudnshou dou-
all be some relatively famous DE player all

2M you  jinji bisai zhéyangzi.
have rise.in.rank competition this.way

3F on. el na-
PRT PRT that

— 4F qunian gén <E Hingis E> zai duikdng na ge shi shéi a|?
last.year with PN at confront that CL be who PRT
5F hdoxiang yi ge man nianqing de ma.
seem one CL quite young  DE PRT
6M qunian da dao-  bijido hao de shi- dawé€iliansi af.
last.year play arrive relatively good DE be PN PRT

M1-2: All of (them) are those more famous players, all- they all climbed in
the ranking. That’s it.

F3-5: Oh. Well, then- the one who was competing against Martina Hingis
last year...who’s that? It seemed quite a young player.

M6:  Last year the one who achieved...the better one was...Venus
Williams.

Prior to this excerpt, they were exchanging information about the possible candi-
dates for the championship. In lines 3—4, F deploys an a-attached question asking M
whether he knows the name of the player who competed against Martina Hingis in
the year before. It is hard to claim that the topic of this question is in any sense
problematic.
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3.2.5.2 High-pitch a: informing and disagreeing sequences

The second type of UFP a (i.e. high-pitch a) in R. Wu’s (2004) analysis only occurs
in non-interrogatives. These a-attached utterances commonly occur in two sequen-
tial contexts: “informing” and “disagreeing.”

R. Wu (2004: 224) states that when a occurs in informing contexts, it serves to
mark “the speaker’s stance that the information provided in the a-attached utterance
is something that the recipient should have known, or has displayed to have known
otherwise.” This is illustrated in example (12) (adapted from R. Wu ibid.: 184-5). In
this excerpt, the conversation participants are discussing L’s personal baseball
playing history. Prior to this part of the conversation, L has confirmed that he had
played in the national baseball league in Taiwan. In line 1, speaker R—L’s long-term
girlfriend—poses a question about when this happened. It is significant that L’s
responses in line 2 and line 4 are both attached by a.

(12) (R. Wu 2004: 184-5, modified transcription, glosses and translation)

1R shénme shihou?

what time

— 2L xiao shihou af.
little time PRT

3R ni da gud  o.
2sG  play ASP  PRT

— 4L dui  af. dui af.
right PRT right PRT

5T <Sli m chai ou? S>
2sG NEG PRT PRT

6 R w0  zhidao ta you. lishi hai  bu zhidao.
lIs¢  know 3s have history still NEG know

R1:  When?
L2: WhenI was akid.
R3:  You played...
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L4:  Yes. Yes.
T5:  You didn’t know? (Southern Min)
R6:  Tknow he played but I didn’t know about the history yet.

R. Wu claims that “L’s deployment of a-suffixing here may be grounded in the pre-
sumption that R should have known his baseball-playing history is reinforced by
co-participant T’s subsequent reaction in line 5” (2004: 185). T’s question clearly
shows that he, too, does not expect R’s knowledge of L’s baseball-playing history.

R. Wu further argues that, when high-pitch a occurs in “disagreeing” contexts,
it is regularly used to mark a speaker’s “countervailing perspective” (ibid.: 222). Let
us again turn to example (5). R. Wu argues that all the a-attached utterances in this
excerpt are attached to utterances which are launched “either to disagree with a
stated position by another, or to reassert one’s own previously stated position which
has just undergone an attack” (ibid: 207). In either case, the a speaker displays an
oppositional stance vis-a-vis his interlocutor. Using a in the disagreeing utterance
can strengthen a disagreeing stance. Although I agree with R. Wu that the a-attached
disagreement sounds stronger than its counterpart without a, I do not think that the
core function of @ in these contexts is to mark the “deviance.” As mentioned earlier,
line 4 in example (11) does not, as R. Wu proposes, occur in a “problematic”
context.

Thus far, I have introduced the main arguments of previous studies on the UFP
a in both Mandarin and Taiwan Mandarin. It is generally agreed that the UFP a has
two variants: high-pitch a and low-pitch a (cf. Shie 1991, C. C. Chu 2002, R. Wu
2004, B. Li 2006). However, a consensus about the core function of this particle has
not been reached. Following Li and Thompson (1981), C. Z. Chu (1994) claims that
a serves to reduce the forcefulness of the a-attached sentences. C. C. Chu (2002) and
B. Li (2006) both state that a is a discourse marker, and the high pitch marks the
“speaker orientation,” whereas the low pitch marks the “hearer orientation.” How-
ever, they have different view on the core function of a: C. C. Chu (2002) argues
that the core function of « is to indicate the speaker’s involvement, whereas B. Li
(2006) believes that a serves to highlight the relevance of the utterance to its
discourse context. R. Wu (2004) argues that the core property of a is to mark the
“deviance.” These different judgments may result from the different regional origins
of the Mandarin data used in different studies. In what follows, I will put forth my
own proposal of the core function of ¢ in Taiwan Mandarin. Following previous
studies (e.g. Shie 1991, C. C. Chu 2002, B. Li 2006, etc.), I divide Taiwan Mandarin
a into two types: low-pitch a and high-pitch a. I suggest that the two types of a share
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one core function: to mark knowledge activation. This proposed core function will
be tested with my own Taiwan Mandarin data in 3.4.

3.3 Core function: marking knowledge activation

My proposal about the UFP a builds upon I. Li’s (1999) analysis of Taiwan Southern
Min, which I extend to Taiwan Mandairn, but with a minor modification. I. Li
claims that there are two functional types of UFP «a in Taiwan Southern Min, type
one correlating with a7/al/a5 (hereafter: a7 group), and type two with a3/a2
(hereafter: a3 group).” She proposes that these two types of a share the common
characteristic of “indicating activation of prior or accessible knowledge” (ibid: 137)
and suggests that the a7 group signals “activation of the addressee’s prior/accessible
knowledge” and that the a3 group signals “activation of the speaker’s own
knowledge state.”® Although the contexts of 1. Li’s data of a in Taiwan Southern
Min and my Taiwan Mandarin data are not entirely identical, I. Li’s proposal for the
function of Taiwan Southern Min a can be extended to Taiwan Mandarin a.

As 1. Li does not clearly define what the “accessible knowledge” is,” I follow
Cook (1990: 409) who proposes that the accessible knowledge includes both
common knowledge and shared knowledge. According to Cook, common knowledge
is “what the members of the society or a group are supposed to know,” and shared
knowledge includes two types of “sharedness”: one is “knowledge assumed to be
shared among the interlocutors or the members of a group but not necessarily
assumed to be in the consciousness of the addressee at the time of the utterance”
(ibid.). The other type is “knowledge that is assumed to be in the consciousness of
the addressee at the time of the utterance.”'® Cook states that “‘shared knowledge’

7 In 1 Li (1999: 102-103), the numbers following a refer to different pitches. 1. Li
claims that the a7 (with a mid-level pitch) and a3 (with a low-falling pitch) form
“two natural classes among the variants” (ibid.: 103). Given the fact that al
(high-level pitch) and a5 (mid-rising pitch) and a7 are generally interchangeable,
L. Li (ibid.) believes that these three variants fall into the same category. The a2
(with high-falling pitch) and a3 are also treated as one group.

8 1. Li (1999: 124) treats a2 (with high-falling pitch) as a variant of a3 under
modification of intonation. She only discusses the occurrences of a3 in her study.

%  According to 1. Li (1999: 136-7), a7/al/a5 ‘“‘signals the speaker’s attempt to
activate the addressee’s prior/accessible state of knowledge, i.e. he intends for
his current utterance to be taken as having been present in the addressee’s old
knowledge or at least easily accessible to him from the context.” In her study,
she does not provide a clear definition of the “accessible knowledge.”

10" Cook (1990: 409) mentions that the first type of shared knowledge is what Prince
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in a particular speech situation may not be common in the society, and common
knowledge in the society or group may not be shared knowledge among the interlo-
cutors at the time of the speech. [...] [A]ccessible knowledge is ‘a union of common
knowledge and shared knowledge’” (Cook 1990: 410).

It is important to note here that the activation states of knowledge, according to
Chafe (1994: 53), can be categorized as active, semiactive or inactive, according to
“whether some idea is in the focal, peripheral, or unconscious.” Chafe (1994: 54)
writes,

Speakers realize, of course, that one or more other minds are involved in the
communicative use of language. As they speak, they not only take account of
the changing activation states of information in their own minds, but also at-
tempt to appreciate parallel changes that are taking place in the minds of their
listeners. Language is very much dependent on a speaker’s beliefs about acti-
vation states in other minds.

In this thesis, “knowledge activation” is regarded as bringing some information to
the “focal consciousness” (cf. Chafe 1994: 53). I argue that, analogous to Taiwan
Southern Min a, the use of UFP a in Taiwan Mandarin serves to explicitly mark the
activation of knowledge. Following Shie (1991), I divide Taiwan Mandarin a into
two types: low-pitch a and high-pitch a. I will argue that the low-pitch a signals the
activation of the speaker’s own knowledge, whereas the high-pitch a marks the
activation of the addressee’s common or shared knowledge (i.e. accessible
knowledge).

3.3.1 Low-pitch a: activation of the speaker’s own knowledge

According to Haviland and Clark (1974: 513), “communication is a cooperative
effort between the speaker and listener.” They claim that the speaker syntactically
identifies the “given information” which he thinks his audience already knows, and
the “new information,” which he thinks his audience does not already know. This
identification is crucial for the comprehension by the listener. The information
marked as “given” leads the listener to search for its “antecedent” in memory, and
then “integrate the new information into memory at that point” (ibid.).

(1978) calls “known information,” whereas the second type is equivalent to the
“given information” as defined by Chafe (1976: 30).
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Building on this explanation, I propose that the deployment of a low-a-at-
tached utterance can be seen as an explicit signal showing the moment of matching
the new information with its “antecedent” (i.e. some relevant pre-existing knowl-
edge) in the a speaker’s own knowledge state. In other words, by using a low
a-attached utterance, the a speaker shows that some of the old knowledge in his
knowledge state has been activated because of some information given in the
previous context. In order to test this claim, let us first re-examine example (9),
repeated here as example (13):

(13) 1L el, na  jul- j- shénme shihou biye?

PRT that jul- j- what time  graduate
2 )
— 3T <E Julie E> a|?
PN PRT
4L hen.
PRT
5 0.2)

6T dagai shiyué  ba.
probably October PRT

L1: By the way, when will Jul- J- ...graduate?
T3:  Julie?

L4:  Yeah.

T6:  Probably October.

I argue that the use of UFP a in line 3 does not mark deviance or contrast, as R. Wu
(2004: 131) proposes, but indicates the activation of the speaker’s own knowledge.
Upon hearing the information L provided by saying jul- j- shénme shihou biye ‘when
will Jul- J- graduate’ in line 1, T is searching his memory trying to identify the
referent. In this case, the piece of information attached by a (i.e Julie) is the “ante-
cedent” which has just been activated. By deploying a, T indicates that this piece of
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information was hidden until it was activated. In order to make sure that L’s
utterance jul- j- refers to Julie, T invites L’s confirmation.

In some cases, the activation of the knowledge state can be triggered by non-
linguistic, i.e. circumstantial context. This is demonstrated in example (14), adapted
from Lin (2003: 81). In this excerpt, speakers H and Y belong to two different drama
troupes which happened to reserve the same theater for their rehearsals. Prior to this
conversation, the rehearsal of H’s troupe has been interrupted by Y, who declared
that his troupe had the right of using the theater. In this conversation, Y states that
the poster of his play “Arcadia” has been posted outside the theater. H deploys an
a-attached utterance to indicate that this information was not within her focus of
consciousness but is now being activated.

(14) (Lin 2003: 81, modified transcription, glosses and translation )

1Y women mingtian yao zhengshi  gongyan.
IpL tomorrow will formal perform.in.public
2Y waimian you yi zhang haibao taohuayuan=
outside have one CL poster Arcadia
3Y =w0 xiangxin nimen dou kan dao le.
lsg  believe 2p. all see arrive ASP
— 4H taohuayuan jiu  shi nimen al!
Arcadia just  be 2pp PRT

Y1-3: Tomorrow we will give a formal performance in public. There is a
poster “Arcadia” outside, I believe that you all saw it.
H4: “Arcadia”—that’s you guys!

Here, having perceived what Y has said in lines 1-3, H’s utterance in line 4 shows
that she matches the information provided by Y (i.e, there is a poster hanging outside)
and its “antecedent” in her memory, since she has seen that poster prior to this con-
versation. The a-attached utterance in line 4 indicates the activation of H’s knowl-
edge, as if saying: “now I get it.”

It is worth noting that in my data, the low-pitch a often occurs in questions.
However, the utterances attached by low a do not always require confirmation or an
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answer. Some of them just serve to indicate that the speaker has received the infor-
mation, as shown in (14).

So far I have demonstrated how my proposed core function can account for
the examples discussed in previous studies. I suggest that the low «a in these
examples serves to mark the activation of the speaker’s own knowledge state.

3.3.2 High-pitch a: activation of addressee’s common or shared knowledge
The high a in Taiwan Mandarin, in contrast, serves to activate the addressee’s
common or shared knowledge. It is typically used in the following two situations: (i)
the addressee has just displayed his/her lack of knowledge that the speaker supposes
the addressee should have had; (ii) the speaker believes that once some old informa-
tion in the addressee’s knowledge has been activated, the addressee can easily com-
prehend what the speaker intends to say at the time of the utterance.

Representing situation (1), i.e. the occurrence of high a, example (15) is part
of example (3), cited from R. Wu (2004: 181). Here, H’s question displays his lack
of knowledge, a knowledge X supposes H should have had.

(15 1H ei, weishénme hui  dud yli  wan fan zai nabian?
PRT why can additional one CL rice at there

- 2X hai you <E Victor E> at
still have Victor PRT

Hl: Hey, how come there is an additional bow] of rice over there?
X2:  There is still Victor.

I agree with B. Li’s (2006: 47) judgment that in this situation, the utterance in line 2
indicates that “the speaker X thinks that H should have known the answer.” More-
over, | believe that X’s deployment of a high a here displays his intention to activate
H’s knowledge. In other words, X believes that H should have known the reason
why there is an additional bowl of rice over there and wants to remind him (i.e., acti-
vate his knowledge) of this.

Example (5), which is repeated here as example (16), demonstrates situation
(ii), i.e. the occurrence of high a. As mentioned earlier, in this excerpt, speakers X
and W have different opinions regarding the ticket prices of China Airlines.
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(16) 1C késhi hudhéang gén changrong dou shi bijiao gui de.
but China.airlines and Eva.air  all be relatively expensive DE

— 2X jushud hudhang hén pianyi aft.
it’s.said China.airlines very cheap PRT

3C tamen géng pidnyi.
3pL more cheap

- 4W ba  hui ba. hudhang hai shi hén gui af.
NEG can PRT China.airlines still be very expensive PRT

- 5X jushud xianzai yijing bijiao pianyi le  af.
it’s.said now  already relatively cheap PRT PRT

6X késhi yao rénshou shéngming- rénshou shengming de wéixian.
but need bear life bear life DE danger

C1: But both China Airlines and Eva Airlines are more expensive.

X2: I heard that China Airlines was very cheap.

C3:  They are cheaper.

W4:  No way. China Airlines is still very expensive.

X5-6: I heard that it has already become cheaper now, but you need to
tolerate- tolerate the risk of life.

Here, due to a lack of previous context, it is difficult to judge X’s motivation for
deploying an a-attached utterance in line 2. However, according to the judgments of
Mandarin speakers (from both mainland China and Taiwan), the utterance in line 2
carries an overtone of “(why don’t you know that/it’s strange that you don’t know
that) China Airlines is very cheap,” whereas its counterpart without a does not.

W’s objection in line 4 to X’s argument in line 2 is at the same time the
agreement with C’s assertion in line 1. This agreement is based on W’s shared
knowledge with C. In other words, the proposition “China Airlines is (relatively)
expensive” is already shared by the conversational participants W and C, but not by
X. In such a context, the deployment of a-attached utterances functions to activate
interlocutor X’s knowledge for reaching a consensus. Among the three a-attached
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utterances in this excerpt, the utterance in line 5 is a rephrased form of line 2, with
the addition of some extra information. The information the utterance in line 5
carries can thus be seen as given information in this context. I therefore propose that
all the a-attached utterances in example (16) carry the information the a speaker
supposes the hearer should have known.

The utterances in line 2 and line 5 are both initiated by jushuo ‘it’s said’,
which may be seen as an indication of X’s own information source. If this is the case,
these two utterances do not seem compatible with my argument that a serves to
activate the addressee’s knowledge which s/he is supposed to know, since what “is
said” to the a speaker need not be known to the addressee. Following Feng’s (2008:
1701) argument that jushué in Mandarin “reveals the degree of the speaker’s com-
mitment to the truth of a proposition,” I claim that the use of jushuo here is not an
indication of the information source. It merely shows that the speaker is to a certain
extent committed to what he said. It therefore does not affect my analysis. If the
occurrences of UFP « in line 2 and 5 are left out, the utterances in lines 2 and 5 are
merely simple assertions without any implication or expectation.

The last example introduced in this section is example (17), which is a
repetition of (12). As mentioned earlier, prior to this part of the conversation, L has
confirmed that he had played in the National Baseball League in Taiwan, and
speaker R, who is L’s long-term girlfriend, asks when this happened.

(17) 1R shénme shihou?
what  time

— 2L xido shihou af.
little time PRT

3R ni da guo  o.
2s¢  play ASP  PRT

— 4L dui  af. dui af.
right PRT right PRT

5T <Sli m chai ou? S>

2s¢ NEG PRT  PRT
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6 R w0  zhidao ta  you. lishi hai  bu zhidao.
lIs¢  know 3sc have history still NEG know

R1:  When?

L2:  When I was akid.

R3:  You played...

L4:  Yes. Yes.

T5:  You didn’t know? (Southern Min)

R6:  Tknow he had but I didn’t know about the history yet.

If line 2 is not followed by a, it is just a simple answer without any implication.
However, as R is L’s long-term girl friend, it is reasonable to suppose that she should
have known L’s baseball playing history. Quite tellingly, in line 4, L deploys an
a-attached confirmation dui a dui a ‘right, right’ to R’s question ni dd guo o ‘have
you played before’ in line 3. Since the answer has already been given in the prior
context, the a-attached confirmation implies that the addressee should have known it,
as if saying “yes of course.” This is further supported by the fact that in line 5, R’s
lack of knowledge is emphasized by another interlocutor T. His question /i m chai ou
‘you didn’t know’ implies that L’s baseball playing history should be shared knowl-
edge among the interlocutors.

Thus far I have developed my proposal on the basis of examples from the
literature. I propose that low a serves to indicate the activation of speaker’s own
knowledge, whereas high a serves to activate the addressee’s knowledge. In other
words, the use of high « indicates that the a-attached information is something the
speaker supposes the addressee should have known. Alternatively, the speaker
supposes that a certain piece of knowledge possessed by the addressee needs to be
activated so that the addressee and the speaker can easily reach a consensus in
conversation. This proposal corresponds closely to C. C. Chu’s (2002: 26) proposal
according to which low a signals “speaker-orientation” that is “primarily meant for
the speaker him-/herself” (ibid.), whereas the high a, is “addressee-orientation,”
implying that the g-attached utterance is “intentionally directed to the addressee”
(ibid.).
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3.4 UFP a in Taiwan Mandarin

In this section, I will test my hypothesis with my corpus of Taiwan Mandarin data. I
will discuss the occurrences of a according to their distributional contexts. These are,
for the low-pitch a: questions, exclamations, and discourse topic-introduction. These
distributional contexts are basically the same as in mainland Mandarin.

For the high-pitch a, however, the distributional contexts in Taiwan Mandarin
and mainland Mandarin are not completely identical. In Taiwan Mandarin, the
high-pitch a can be found in (i) discourse topic-introduction, (ii) storytelling and
reporting, (iii) disagreements and agreements, (iv) answers, and (v) requests. As
shown at the beginning of this chapter, according to my preliminary test among
mainland Mandarin speakers, some cases of high-pitch @ in Taiwan Mandarin are
different from that in mainland Mandarin. In section 3.4.4, I introduce these cases.

3.4.1 Low-pitch a in questions

As in mainland Mandarin, there are two types of low-pitch a-attachment in Taiwan
Mandarin questions: (i) to a piece of information provided by the previous context,
turning this piece of given information into a question, or (ii) directly to a question.
Here I use R. Wu’s (2004) terms: “a-formulated question” and “a-attached question”
to refer to these two types of question respectively. Low a-questions are usually
responses to the information provided in a prior context. They are, in other words,
triggered by the discourse context. If we compare the following three questions, (18a)
and (18b) can be initiated without a prior context. However, (18c) requires a prior
context (either linguistically or non-linguistic/circumstantial). For example, (18c) is
naturally uttered when the speaker becomes aware that the addressee is going to
Taipei.

(18) a. ni qu bu qu taibéi?
2sG g0 NEG go Taipei
‘Do you go to Taipei or not?’

b. ni qu taibéi ma?
2sG go Taipei PRT
‘Do you go to Taipei’

c. ni qu taibé&i al?
2sG go Taipei PRT
‘Do you go to Taipei’
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In everyday conversations, according to Keenan and Schieffelin (1976: 337), “much
of the talk that occurs concerns propositions about persons, objects, or ideas.” When
these referents are not known to the hearer, “the hearer initiates a series of fairly
predictable exchanges directed at clarifying and locating the referent about which
some claim is being made” (ibid.). One predictable way for the listener to clarify the
referent in Taiwan Mandarin is to pose an a-attached question in order to receive the
speaker’s confirmation, as in example (19).

Prior to excerpt (19), H and L have been discussing the fact that legislators in
Taiwan always “put on a show” when the media is present. In lines 1 and 34, H
mentions a legislator Lo Fu-chu (Lu6 Fazhu) who, after hitting people, used to say
that the victims all became famous. In line 5, L interrupts H’s claim and suggests a
possible victim Lee Ching-an (Li Qing’an) and attaches the low a to the suggested
name.

(199 1H e Lud Fazhu bu shi da rén ma?
uh PN NEG be hit person PRT

2L dui  af.
right PRT

3H ranhou na ge beéi da de rénbu jiu dou chiming ma?
then that CL BEI hit DE person just all famous PRT

4H wo juéde @@ y¢ man-
Isg think (laughter) also quite

— 5L LiQing’an al?

PN PRT
6 H dui dui na yé& man jué de.
right right that also quite unique DE

H1: Uh, Lo Fu-chu, he hits people, right?

L2:  Right.

H3-4: Then those who were hit became famous? I think, ha ha, that’s also
quite. ..
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L5: Lee Ching-an?
H6:  Right. Right. Right. That’s quite interesting.

The a-formulated question in line 5 is an explicit signal showing the moment of
matching the new information and its antecedent in L’s memory. In other words, by
using an a-formulated question, L shows that some of the old knowledge (in this
case, the name Lee Ching-an has been activated). In the example above, L’s
proposed name of a victim is confirmed by H in line 6. However, as mentioned in
3.3.1, in some contexts, the a-formulated question does not necessarily require
confirmation, but simply marks that the speaker’s knowledge state has been
activated. In such instances, ag-attachment can be seen as a signal that the speaker
indicates his reception of what the other has just said (as in this example), or of what
he has just realized from the non-verbal circumstance (as indicated in (14)).

In example (20), M and F are talking about a tennis player. M says in line 2
that this player is currently the number one in the world ranking. In line 3, F first
deploys an a-formulated question to show her reception of what M has just said,
then immediately poses another ma-question (truth-value-seeking) for this
information. Here, F’s a-formulated question in line 3 diyiming a ‘first place’ is
taken by M as a signal of F’s reception of the information he provided. Based on this
piece of activated knowledge, she poses a relevant question bu shi Kuerten ma?
‘isn’t that Kuerten?’

200 1M jiu shi ta de- zong jifen  af,
just be 3sg DE  total point PRT

2M xianzai shi déngyt diyiming. dui.
now be equal.to first.place right

— 3F diyiming al? bd shi <E Kuerten E> ma?
first.place PRT NEG BE PN PRT

4M <E Kuerten E> youshihou shi diyt youshihou shi di’er.
PN sometimes be first sometimes be second

M1-2: His total points... now he is the number one, right.
F3:  Number one... Isn’t that Kuerten?
M4: Kuerten...sometimes he’s number one, and sometimes number two.
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When a is attached to a piece of information which the previous speaker has uttered,
as shown in (19) and (20), these a-formulated questions indicate that the speaker’s
own knowledge has been activated due to some information given in the previous
context. In what follows, I will demonstrate another two examples of a-attached
question (i.e. a is used directly after a question).

Let us turn to example (10), repeated here as example (21). Prior to this
conversation, M and F were exchanging information about the possible candidates
for the Australian Open Tennis Championship.

21 1M dou shi yixi€ bijiao youming de xudnshou dou-
all be some relatively famous DE player all

2M you  jinji bisai zhéyangzi.
have rise.in.rank competition this.way

3F on. el na-
PRT PRT that

— 4F qunian gén <E Hingis E> zai duikdng na ge shi shéi a|?
last.year with PN at confront that CL be who PRT
5F hdoxiang yi ge man nianqing de ma.
seem one CL quite young  DE PRT
6M qunian da dao-  bijido hao de shi- dawé€iliansi af.
last.year play arrive relatively good DE be PN PRT

M1-2: All of them are those more famous players, all- they all climbed in
the ranking. That’s it.

F3-5: Oh. Well, then- the one who competed against Martina Hingis last
year...who’s that? It seemed quite a young player.

M6:  Last year the one who achieved...the better one is... Venus Williams.

In lines 1-2, M reports to F that all the famous players climbed in the ranking. In
lines 3—4, F deploys an a-attached question asking M whether he knows the name of
the player who competed against Martina Hingis in the year before. Note that in line
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3, F first utters a prolonged on, then a turn-initial particle ei with a rising contour.'!
I believe that F’s deployment of ei here is to indicate that a piece of her own
knowledge has been activated by the preceding talk, i.e. something has just come to
her mind. She then intends to make a turn relating to the activated knowledge. The
a-attached question is thus a result of this knowledge activation.

Example (22) is another instance of a low a-attached question. Prior to this
conversation, R has told S that her friend C got married because of premarital
pregnancy. This was quite surprising, as C was known for her conservative lifestyle.
In order to demonstrate C’s conservative attitude, R gives an example that she once
went to an open-air hot spring with C and C’s boyfriend. According to R, C and her
boyfriend were so conservative that they even wore swimming suits.

22) 1R yinwéi ta bing bl xiang shi na zhong rén  af,
because 356 actually NEG like be that kind person PRT

2R yiqian gén ta chiqu xi-
before with  3sg go.out wash-
3R waimian  xi ge na zhong lutian weénquan af,

outside =~ wash CL that kind open-air hot.spring  PRT

4R ta gén ta nanpéngydu qu xi-
3s¢ with 3sg  boy.friend go wash-

SR e fanzhéng jiu shixi de hén baoshou jiu dul le lal.
uh anyway just be wash DE very conservative just right PRT PRT

6S chuan  yongyi chuan yongku.
wear  swimming.suits wear  swimming.trunks

7R dui af. @@
right PRT (laughter)

" Here, the on functions as English oA, which can be used to display the hearer’s

understanding of the preceding talk (cf. Heritage 1984: 320). Tsai (2008: 1025)
claims that “the Ei-prefaced question exhibits close association with the inquiries
that build on the preceding talk, yet explores certain previously non-focal part/
dimension of what has just been produced.”
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— 88 en na zhéyang  xi ge shénme a|?
eh that this.way  wash CL what PRT

9R x1 weénquan  af.
wash hot.spring PRT

R1-5: Because she is not like that kind of person. I once went out with her
to take- we went to take one of those open-air hot springs. She went
with her boy friend to take a bath...The way they took the bath was
just very conservative.

S6:  Wearing swimming suits and swimming trunks.

R7:  Right (laughter).

S8:  Eh...what kind of bath is that?

R9:  Hot spring.

In line 6, S mentions the conservative way of taking bath in a hot spring, that is, to
wear swimming suits. Receiving the confirmation by R, in line 8, S attaches a to the
end of his question na zhéyang xi ge shénme? ‘what kind of bath is that?’. In line 9,
R’s response, followed by a high a, implies that the answer is obvious (see
discussion in 3.4.7).

I argue that the use of low a with a question again serves to indicate the
activation of the speakers own knowledge: in (22), by using this a-attached question,
S informs R that the reason why he has posed such a question is because a certain
part of his knowledge has been activated from the previous context (in this example,
he realizes the fact that C wore swimming suits while taking a bath in hot spring).
This concurs with the following explanation by I. Li (1999: 130):

If the preceding discourse has activated the speaker’s old knowledge and
prompted him to raise the question, then most likely there must have been
something in the discourse that did not agree with his prior conception and has
thus caused a change of his knowledge state.

Thus far we have seen cases of low a in questions. Compared to other question
forms in Mandarin, such as ma-attached questions, a low a-attached question is usu-
ally not self-initiated, but typically triggered by the discourse contexts. The deploy-
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ment of a after both “a-formulated question” and “a-attached question” is to signal
that the speaker’s own knowledge has been activated by the prior contexts.

3.4.2 Low-pitch a in exclamations

In my data, there is only one a-attached exclamation. In this example, the low-pitch
a forms a fixed expression fian a ‘my goodness’, as shown in (23). In the context
prior to this example, K and W have been talking about a baseball stadium in Taipei
and the ticket price for watching a game. In line 1, K, who has been to this stadium,
tells W about his experience. In line 2, W deploys an g-attached exclamation to
show his surprise.

23) 1K na shihou wo  kan wu  bai.
that time ls¢  see five hundred

- 2W tian al! na you shénme zhéjiaquan?
sky PRT that have  what coupon

K1: Atthattime I paid five hundred dollars.
W2: My goodness! Did you get any coupons?

Here, the usage is similar to what we have seen in (22): the g-attached exclamation
is used when something in the prior context has activated the speaker’s own
knowledge state. By using this kind of a-attached expression, the speaker shows that
part of his knowledge has been activated at the time of the utterance. In this example,
W makes such an a-attached exclamation at the moment when he realizes the fact
that K has paid a very low price for a baseball game ticket.

3.4.3 Low-pitch a in discourse topic-introduction

Except for being attached to questions and exclamations, the low-pitch a is also used
for the introduction of a discourse topic.!> Here, the low-pitch a likewise serves to
indicate the activation of the speaker’s own knowledge state. Concretely speaking, it
indicates that during the conversation, the speaker’s knowledge state has been
activated due to some information given in the previous context. Consequently, a

12" Here, I follow Keenan and Schieffelin (1976: 380), who define discourse topic as
“not a simple NP but a proposition (about which some claim is made or
elicited).”
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new topic comes to the speaker’s mind. The speaker then introduces this new topic
to the ongoing conversation.

Prior to the conversation in example (24), M and K have been talking about
earlier flood problems in Taiwan. In lines 1-2, M tells K that he had discussed this
problem with some friends a few days ago. In lines 4-5, M introduces a new
discourse topic “origin of the name of the city of Xizhi” by asking whether K knows
about it. Here, before posing the question, M attaches a low-pitch a to Xizhi, the key
referent of this topic in line 4.

24) 1M qianjitian gén péngyou y¢ shi zai lido zhé  ge-
few.days.ago with friend also be at chat this cCL

2M zhé  ge- yanshui zhé ge- wenti.
this cL flood this cL problem

3K mm.
BC
— 4M ni zhidao  yiqian- xizhi al,
2s¢ know before PN PRT
5M zhé ge- xizhi- zhé ge-  diming zénme yoéulai ma?

this cL PN this CL  place.name how origin PRT

M1-2: Recently I was talking with friends about this... this flood, this
problem.

K3: Hmm.

M4-5: Do you know, before, that Xizhi ...that Xizhi, the name of that
place...where does it come from?

In this case, the low-pitch « is used to signal the activation of M’s knowledge state.
As it is well-known in Taiwan that Xizhi is a city which frequently suffers from
flooding during the typhoon season, the deployment of low-pitch a indicates that the
a-attached information (i.e. Xizhi) has just come to speaker M’s mind triggered by
the previous discussion. However, as this piece of information has just come to the
speaker’s mind, he is not yet prepared to make an immediate subsequent elaboration
about this new topic. This is why sometimes, when the low-pitch a occurs in such a
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context, it behaves like a pause marker'>—the speaker uses a to prepare his next
utterance. This nicely fits the fact that in line 5, the speaker uses the pause marker
zhége ‘this’ two times to signal that he is still preparing his next utterance.'* In other
words, we can assume that he is not yet prepared to elaborate at the moment when
the a-attached utterance is made because the piece of information has only just been
activated.

Thus far I have introduced three different distributional contexts of low-pitch
a. These occurrences do not contradict my claim that the low-pitch a signals the
activation of the speaker’s own knowledge.

3.4.4 High-pitch a in discourse topic-introduction

In what follows, I will introduce five types of context of high-pitch @ in my data: (i)
discourse topic-introduction, (ii) storytelling/reporting, (iii) disagreements/agree-
ments, (iv) answers, and (v) requests. As mentioned, my claim is that high-pitch a
serves to mark activation of the addressee’s knowledge in these contexts. The prere-
quisite of this kind of a-deployment is: the speaker assumes that the addressee al-
ready possesses a certain knowledge that can be activated.

Like its low-pitch counterpart, high-pitch a can occur in the context of dis-
course topic introduction. It can be attached directly to a topic, or to some other
piece of information in anticipation of the following topic. By using a, the speaker
intends to activate the addressee’s knowledge and direct the addressee’s focus to the
topic in question. Examples (25)—(27) demonstrate this use. In (25), at the very be-
ginning of the conversation, speaker T attaches a to Qu Meéifeng shijian the ‘Chu
Mei-feng (Qu Mgiféng) affair’!'>, which is the topic she intends to discuss with the
interlocutor.

25— 1T Qu Meéifeng shijian aft bu shi hén rémén ma?
PN affair PRT NEG be very hot PRT

This observation is similar to what I. Li (1999: 126) observes for the Southern
Min UFP a3.

Huang (1999: 88) refers to zhege ‘this’ as a pause marker signaling that
“although the speaker takes (or continues to hold) the turn, s/he is not fully
prepared.” He claims that “[s]peakers may pause to make a lexical choice or to
formulate a syntactic frame or to gather their thought (conceptual planning).”
The “Chu Mei-feng affair” refers to a sexual scandal involving a female
politician in 2001 in Taiwan.
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2T w0 juéde zhé- zhé ge shi- zhe-
Isg think  this this CL be this

3T zhe ge- zh¢ ge- huati hén téshi  af,
this CL this CL topic very special PRT
4T jiu shi shud  yiqidn congldi méi you fashéng guo,
just be say before ever =~ NEG have happen ASP
5T a ni rénwéi zénmeyang lei?
PRT 2sg think how PRT

T1-5:  The “Chu Mei-feng affair” is quite popular, isn’t it? I think this-
this- this- this topic is very special. I mean, something like this has
never happened before. What do you think about that?

According to Keenan and Schieffelin (1976: 339), in a conversation, “the hearer
must know what proposition the speaker is adding new information to or requesting
new information about” in order to collaborate on a discourse topic. The listener’s
knowledge should be taken into consideration when the speaker selects a discourse
topic. In other words, the speaker must “insure that the proposition that constitutes
the discourse topic is known to or knowable by the listener” (ibid.). Given that the
speakers should make all possible effort to make sure that the listener can identify
the referent they are talking about, some conversational devices must be imple-
mented to this end. In this respect, a-attachment is one of the devices serving to help
the listener identify the referent easily in the process of new-topic-introduction.

Since high a serves to activate the addressee’s common or shared knowledge,
it is suitable to be used for establishing the referent. Once this knowledge has been
activated, the discourse topic will become more accessible. Returning to example
(25), T’s high a-attached utterances in line 1 and the following lines show her efforts
in establishing a clear referent for the listener. The information attached by a (i.e.
Chu Mei-feng affair) was a very well-known topic in Taiwan, which T supposed that
her interlocutor (another Taiwanese) should know about. With the deployment of a,
speaker T helps the listener to identify the referent by activating the listener’s
knowledge state.
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As already shown earlier in example (1), repeated here as example (26), a is
attached to a piece of information related to a new topic, in order to direct the
hearer’s attention to the following topic. In this excerpt, a is attached to the time
word gunian ‘last year’, which is the temporal background of the following dis-
course topic (the tennis tournament). With the deployment of a, the speaker directs
the hearer’s attention to a certain period of time which is the focus of the following
topic. Here, F’s repetition gunidn ‘last year’ can be seen as an action to register the
receipt of the information (cf. Wong 2000: 411). In other words, it clearly shows that
this piece of information has been successfully received by the speaker.

26) > 1M qunian at ni  you kanna ge wangqiu gongkai sai ma?
last.year PRT 2sg have see that CL tennis open  game PRT

2F qunian(.) you af.
last.year have PRT

MI1: Did you watch the tennis tournament last year?
F2:  Last year, yes I did.

In example (27), speaker R proposes a new discourse topic to her interlocutor. In this
excerpt, R not only attaches a to the time word zuijin ‘recently’, but also to the
following assertion women kan hén dud zdzhi ‘we read lots of magazines’. Similar to
the use in (25) and (26), with the deployment of a, the speaker intends to activate the
interlocutor’s knowledge and directs the interlocutor’s attention to the following
discourse topic.

27) 1R wo xidang gen ni tan jiu shi-
Is¢ want  with 2g6 talk just be

— 2R zuijin ~ af:
recently PRT

— 3R women kan hén dud  zazhi at
IpL see very many magazine PRT
4R yougqi shi shénme zui- qu- you y1 ge xin de zazhi=

especially be want most go have one CL new DE magazine



64 CHAPTER 3

5R =y1 zhoukan you- lai tdiwan ma.
one weekly have come Taiwan PRT

R1-5: What I want to say, the- recently, we read lots of magazines,
especially last- there is a new magazine “Next Magazine” coming to
Taiwan.

In line 3, speaker R uses women ‘we’ as the subject of her assertion, which shows
that the assertion made in line 3 is “mutually-experienced-knowledge” in the speak-
er’s presupposition. Note that in line 2, the UFP a is prolonged. In this way, the ef-
fect of this kind of knowledge activation appears to be strengthened. By using « in
lines 2 and 3, speaker R intends to activate a specific part of the addressee’s prior
knowledge and help the addressee to access the proposed topic easily.

As mentioned previously, this use is not accepted by my informants from
mainland China. However, it is interesting to note that this kind of use can actually
be found in the Southern Min spoken in Taiwan. Example (28) is extracted from a
longer example provided by I. Li (1999: 107).'° In this excerpt, F is talking with his
family about how difficult it is to serve as a public employee. From line 1 to line 4,
F introduces the topic Ong Chhiu-long (Ong5 Chiullong5), while presenting the
story about the topic in line 5. According to I. Li, the topic is a public figure in the
speech community; the speaker obviously supposes that his addressees must have
had some knowledge of it. I. Li claims that “since this topic is being newly
introduced into this discourse, it is thus most likely not within the addressees’
current focus of attention” (ibid.). Therefore, the speaker tries to deploy an
a-attached topic twice, in order to ensure successful activation of the addressees’
prior knowledge.

(28) (Taiwan Southern Min data, I. Li 1999: 107, modified transcription and
glosses)

— 1F ing2kue3 co3 kue3 soolo3- soolo3 tin3tionn2 hel e5 af
before  serve ASP PN PN magistrate that CL PRT

16 In the original expert, the two occurrences of a in lines 1 and 2 are marked as al
and a7 respectivly. As I. Li (1999: 104) categorizes the a7, al and a5 in her data
as “the higher-pitch group” and a3 “the low-pitch,” I use the upwards arrow (1)
to refer to the first group, and the downwards arrow () for the second group.
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— 2F Ong5 Chiullong5 af,
PN PRT
3F kau2 bue2a2 beh4 kah4 lang5 king3suan2

to end  want with person run.for

4F kuan7tionn2 hel e5.
county-magistrate that CL

5F co3 nng7- nng7 jim7 e tin3tionn2 hoNn,
do two two term DE  magistrate PRT

F1-5:  The guy who used to be So-0, Magistrate of So-o0... Ong Chhiu-
long, (remember him?) The one who later ran for the position of
County Magistrate. He served as a magistrate for two, two
terms. ..

In short, in both Taiwan Mandarin and Taiwan Southern Min, high a can be attached
to something that the speaker supposes the addressee should have known but which
is probably not on his/her mind at the moment when the topic is introduced. In other
words, by using high a, the speaker signals that the newly-introduced topic actually
already exists in the hearer’s previous knowledge and needs to be activated. The
function of high « in this context is thus to activate the hearer’s knowledge and
direct the hearer’s focus of attention to a newly introduced topic.

3.4.5 High-pitch a in storytelling/reporting
The second type of high-pitch a context are storytelling/reporting turns. In this type
of context, a can be attached to an assessment, or to a piece of information in the
speakers exemplification. I argue that when a occurs in this context, it still serves to
activate the addressee’s knowledge.

Example (29) demonstrates the use of a in an assessment. Prior to excerpt (29),
M and F have been talking about the performance and the dress of a female tennis
player. In this excerpt, M makes some comments on what this player was wearing in
the games of this year. In lines 1-2, he makes an assessment that the way she
dressed was more conservative than in previous years. After giving evidence to
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support his first assessment in lines 4, 5 and 7, he concludes his comment in line 8,
which is attached by UFP a.

29 1M

2M

3F

4M

5M

6F

™

— &M

MI1-2:

F3:

M4-5:

Fé6:

M7-8:

ta  jinnian chuan de bijiao béoshou,
3sg this.year =~ wear DE relati conservative

méi you xiang- e
NEG have like uh

chuan ge loubéi de @@.
wear  CL barebacked DE (laughter)

qian i nian dou chuan na zhong youdian xiang san-
before several year all wear that kind a.bit  like three

e jiu shi- lou duqi zhéyang you méi you?
uh just be show navel this.way have NEG have

@@
(laughter)

jinnian  hdoxiang shi chuan bijiao lianshen de na zhong,

this.year seem be wear relatively one-piece DE that kind
ganjué  bijiao méi you name pulu af.

feeling relatively NEG have that bare PRT

The way she dressed this year is more conservative. Not like-
uh....

Wearing a barebacked dress... (laughter)

In the last years she always dressed in that kind of...three...
uh...you could see her navel, have you ever seen that?
(laughter)

This year, she is apparently wearing something like a one-piece
dress. It doesn’t make that much of a naked impression...
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The reason why the utterance in line 8 is attached by « is that this assessment con-
tains information the speaker supposes the hearer knows but is not aware of at the
time of the utterance: M’s assessment in line 8 is actually a rephrased statement of
his first assessment in line 1: /@ jinnidn chuan de bijiao bdoshou ‘the way she
dressed this year is more conservative’, which is given in the previous conversation
and can be seen as a sort of “given information.”

Note that in line 5, M asks F whether she has seen the dresses the tennis player
has been wearing in previous years. However, he does not receive any satisfactory
answer from F, but only laughter. This uncooperative response may lead to M’s
move in line 8, showing M’s intention to activate F’s prior knowledge and his
expectation concerning F’s cooperation.

Now let us re-examine example (25) (repeated here as example (30)) and look
at the instances of a attachment we have not discussed above. As mentioned earlier,
speaker T introduces a new discourse topic (i.e. the Chu Mei-feng affair) and makes
efforts to get a response from the interlocutor. In line 1, she poses a question to elicit
an answer from the addressee but fails. In lines 2-3, T makes a second attempt: an
a-attached assessment.

Ford and Fox (1996: 161) state that “[a]n assessment allows the speaker to dis-
play his/her attitudes towards characters and events in a story and thereby to indicate
to the recipients how they should respond to this story.” By making an assessment, T
gives an indication to her addressee to respond. Note that this assessment contains
the information she supposes the interlocutor knows but probably not consciously
(the reason why the interlocutor should know may lie in the topicality of this issue,
which was widely discussed in Taiwanese society). With the a-attached assessment,
speaker T intends to activate more of the interlocutor’s knowledge of this issue, and
expects the interlocutor’s response based on the activated knowledge. However, she
fails again to receive the expected response, but only silence.

In line 4, T makes her third attempt. She explicitly explains the reason why
she makes such an assessment, which can be regarded as a stronger way to activate
the interlocutor’s knowledge state. In line 5, she directly poses a question requesting
the interlocutor’s response, which shows her strong intention to receive a collabora-
tive move.

30) 1T Qu Meéifeng shijian at ba shi hén rémén ma?
PN affair PRT NEG be very hot PRT
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2T w0 juéde zhé- zhé ge shi- zhe-
Isg think  this this CL be this

— 3T zhe¢ ge- zhe ge- huati hén tésha af,
this CL this CL topic very special PRT
4T jiu shi shud  yiqidn conglai méi you fashéng guo,
just be say before ever =~ NEG have happen ASP
5T a ni rénwéi zénmeyang lei?
PRT 2sg think how PRT

T1-5: The “Chu Mei-feng affair” is quite popular, isn’t it? I think this- this-
this- this topic is very special. I mean, something like this has never
happened before. What do you think about that?

Except for being attached to an assessment, the high-pitch a is also used when the
speaker makes an exemplification to support a previous claim. I argue that high-
pitch a in this case can still be considered an attempt to activate the knowledge of
the addressee. The following example is extracted from the same conversation (24)
and demonstrates this use. Prior to this excerpt, M has told his interlocutor K that the
last typhoon has caused economic losses.

31 1M xiang wo zuo fangdichdn al,
like 1sg do real.estate PRT

- 2M qishi ~ bénshén xiang xizhi af néihd af,
actually itself like PN PRT PN PRT

3M hoNn zhe yi dai  bijiao chang yanshui de difang,
PRT  this one area relatively often flood DE place

4M xianzai you xi€  yinhang,
now have some bank
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5M génbén dou bu yuanyi daikuan géi  tamen.
completely all NEG be.willing grant.a.loan give 3pr

M1-5: For example, in my field, real estate, actually places such as Xizhi
and Neihu, in those areas where floods occur quite often; nowadays
some banks...they just don’t want to grant any loans for those
regions.

In line 1, M introduces a new (sub-) topic (real estate) to clarify his point about the
economic losses. As Taiwanese, M and his interlocutor share the knowledge that the
two cities Xizhi and N¢ihu are well known for suffering from flooding during the
typhoon season. In line 2, M provides two examples with high-pitch a attachment in
line 2 in order to activate the hearer’s knowledge. By providing high a-attached
examples, the speaker eases the information retrieval by the addressee.

This use is comparable to the “enumeration” function mentioned by Chao
(1968: 806), i.e. providing examples in support of an upcoming utterance.

(32) (Chao 1968, my transcription, glosses and translation)

shénme tian a, di a, ri a, yue a, feng a, cdo a,
what  heaven PRT earth PRT sun PRT moon PRT wind PRT grass PRT

zhé Xie zi a, dou hui xi¢ le.
this CL character PRT all can write ASP

‘Things like heaven, earth, sun, moon, wind, grass, these words, he can write
all of them.’

In such contexts, the high-pitch a is used to activate the hearer’s prior knowledge
about the a-attached information; high a attachment thus helps the hearer to access
the speaker’s subsequent utterances on the basis of a piece of activated knowledge.

3.4.6 High-pitch « in disagreements/agreements

The next distributional contexts for the occurrence of high-pitch a are disagreements
and agreements. As in the cases analyzed above, when a occurs in these contexts, it
shows the speaker’s assumption concerning the hearer’s knowledge state. That is, by
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attaching a high a to disagreeing or agreeing utterances, the speaker implies that the
hearer should have possessed a piece of common or shared knowledge so that the
hearer can easily understand the speaker’s motive of making such a disagreement or
agreement (see 3.3.2, discussion of example (16)).

In example (33), fourteen-years-old F claims that the life of her seven-
teen-years-old sister J is happier than her own life, because her sister, who is a senior
high school student, can have her own mobile phone.

(33) 1F gaozhong bijiao xingfu.
senior.high.school relatively happy

2F gaozhong you  shouji,
senior.high.school have mobile.phone

3F ranhou kéyl qu  guangjie.

then can  go shopping
4] nd you al?
where have PRT
5F ni you  shouji wOo méi  you.

2s¢  have mobile.phone 1lsc NEG have

— 6] gu6zhong ye& you af.

junior.high.school also have PRT

7F gudzhdng wOo méi you.
junior.high.school 1sg  NEG have

8F quan  ban zhi you wo gén ni-
whole only have  have 1sg  with female

9F yi ge nli de mé  you.
one cL  female DE  NEG have
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F1-3: 1It’s happier to be in the senior high school. In senior high school
students, you can have mobile phones, and then you can go
shopping.

J4: How could that be?

F5:  You have a mobile phone. I don’t.

J6:  In junior high school, there are also students who have mobile
phones.

F7-9: In junior high school- I don’t. In my whole class, I am the only one,
and a girl- a girl who doesn’t have a mobile phone.

In line 5, F explains her complaint made in lines 1-3 by referring to the fact that her
sister can have a mobile phone. The a-attached disagreement in line 6 is a direct
denial of F’s statement as J points out that students in junior high schools can also
have their own mobile phones (so F is supposedly allowed to have one, too). The
function of a here is to signal that J believes F should have known the information
attached by a. F’s following response in line 8 confirms this, as F should be aware of
the fact that almost all of her classmates have mobile phones.

In excerpt (34), S and R are talking about widely discussed news stories. In
line 1, S mentions that there have been many fire accidents at the end of the previous
year. Confronted by R’s challenge you ma ‘are there?’ in line 2, S first utters a
confirmation you ‘yes’, then rephrases it with a rhetorical question zénme méi you
‘why not (how should it be possible that there haven’t been fire accidents?)’ to
reinforce his certainty. Then he deploys an a-attached clarification in lines 4-5 and
gives two examples in line 6 to support his claim. However, in line 7, R responds

with a backchannel Amm, which is not taken by S as full agreement.!”

(34) 1S nianwéi huozai you tebié duo.
end.of.the.year fire.accident again especially much

17" According to Clancy et al. (1996: 359), hum, mhm, uhm, en, eh, a, ao, ai are
typical backchannels in Mandarin; these belong to the category known as
“non-lexical vocalic form.” The backchannels and the other reactive tokens are
short utterances “produced by an interlocutor who is playing a listener’s role
during the other interlocutor’s speakership.” They claim that “reactive tokens
will normally not disrupt the primary speaker’s speakership, and do not in
themselves claim the floor” (ibid.: 356). For a detailed discussion of the
functions of backchannels, see also Kjellmer (2009: 84).
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2R you ma?

have  PRT
38 you- méi you- zénme méi  you-

have NEG have how NEG  have
48 zai taibéi huochézhan nabian fujin,

at Taipei train.station there neighborhood
58S changchang béi rénjia  zonghuo af.

often BEI others set.fire PRT

6S moétudché  beéi shao  af, jiu gongyu beéi shao af,
motorcycle BEI burn  PRT old apartment BEI burn PRT

7R hmm.
BC

8S dui  af, m- bu chang kan xmnwén ma?
right PRT m- NEG often see news  PRT

9R chang kan af.
often see PRT

10 S chang kan zénme hui bu  zhidao?
often see how can NEG know

S1:  There have been lots of fire accidents at the end of the year.

R2:  Have there?

S3-6: Yes, no...of course there have...near Taipei train station, there have
been frequent cases of arson. Motorcycles and old apartments were

burned.
R7: Hmm.
S8:  Right, m- don’t you watch the news often?
R9: Ido.

S10: If so, how come you don’t know this?
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Note that in line 8, S first utters dui a ‘right’, which serves to “affirm the speaker’s
own statement” (Wang et al. 2010), and then poses a question bu chang kan xinwén
ma ‘don’t you watch the news often?’, which explicitly shows his assumption that R
should have known the a-attached information he gave in the previous context.
Confronted with R’s a-attached challenge in line 9 (which implies that S may have
ignored that fact that she watches TV news often), S poses another rhetorical
question chdng kan zénme hui bu zhidao ‘if you watch the news often, how come
you don’t know this?’ to show his surprise concerning the discrepancy between R’s
words and R’s knowledge state.

In (35), M and F are talking about the famous male tennis players Pete
Sampras and Marat Safin. In line 5, M asks F whom she will support, and F says that
she hopes that Sampras will win because he is her idol. Note that F’s answer in lines
7 and 8 are both attached by high-pitch a, indicating that she supposes that M should
know this, as the fact that F is a big fan of Pete Sampras has been stated in the
contexts prior to this conversation. By using the modal adverb dangran ‘of course’,
she reinforces the obviousness of her statement in line 7.

In line 9, M’s disagreement is initiated by the disagreement token késhi ‘but’,
claiming that he thinks another player also plays well. M’s a-attached refutation
does not indicate clearly who exactly the player is but uses a question pronoun shéi
‘who’, indicating that M supposes that F knows whom he is referring to. As F
actually does not know to whom M has just referred and does not answer as
expected, M provides the a-attached answer shaféi ‘Safin’ with an attached UFP a to
explicitly activate F’s knowledge, as if indicating the obviousness of the answer.

35 1M zhé ci  shanpulasi zui da de duishou haoxiang-
this CL PN most big DE opponent seem
2M y¢é shi na ge salian de- na ge- jiao shaféi ba.

also be that CL the Soviet Union de that CL call PN PRT

3M wo bu xidodé ni zhi bu  zhidao?

lsg NEG know 2s¢ know NEG know

4F o w0 zhiddo woO  zhidao.
PRT lsg know 13(3 know
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5M na ni juéde tamen liang ge shéi  hui ying?
that 2sg feel 3p two cL who will win

6M rugud zheénde-
if really

7F e wO dangran shi xiwang shanpulast ying af. @@

uh lsg of.course be hope PN win PRT (laughter)
8F ta shi wo de Ouxiang af.
3s¢ be 1sg DE idol PRT

— 9M késhi- késhi- wo juéde na ge shéi y¢ da de buacuo af.
but  but Isg feel that cL who also play DE not.bad PRT

10 F shéi?
who

11 M shaféi af.
PN PRT

M1-3: The most threatening opponent to Sampras seems. .. also the one
from Russia...called Safin. I don’t know whether you heard about
him or not.

F4.:  Oh. I know, I know.

M5-6: The two of them, who do you think will win? If it’s really...

F7-8: Eh...of course I hope Sampras will win (laughter). He is my idol.

M9: But, but I think ...that one...also plays well.

F10: Who?

MI1: Safin!

Taken from the same conversation as (25), example (36) is a representative example
showing how a series of a-attached utterances is used to activate the hearer’s knowl-
edge in the context of disagreement. In this example, J and T are talking about the
aforementioned “Chu Mei-feng affair.” In line 1, J claims that Kuo Yu-ling (Gud
Yuling), a suspected blackmailer involved in the affair, has been sentenced. Her
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claim is then immediately denied by T with some information attached by a, saying

that no evidence has been found and Kuo Yu-ling has not admitted anything yet. In

line 6, J tries to provide another piece of information to challenge T’s claim. This

triggers T’s deployment of a series of a-attached utterances (lines 8-9, 11 and 12).

Confronted by J’s second challenge in line 14, T deploys another two a-attached

utterances in lines 15 and 17.

(36) 17

2T

4]

5T

61]

7T

8T

— 9T

10J

xianzai hdoxiang- na ge shénme Gud Yuling yijing bei pan-
now  seem that CL what PN already BEI sentence
ei hai méi panxing, yinweéi hai zhiao bt dao zheéngju,
uh still NEG sentence because still search NEG arrive evidence
ta  zijil hdi méi chéngrén af.

35 self still NEG admit PRT

ta méi you- ta hadi méi you chéngrén o?
3s¢ NEG have 3sg still NEG have admit PRT

ta méi you chéngren.
3s¢ NEG have admit

késhita bu shi yijing- zhdo dao yi bufen de zhéngju?
but 3sg NEG be already search arrive one part DE evidence

ta  shixian haoxiang you-

3sg before seem have
ta you jido ta de na ge shénme rén=
3sG have call 3s¢ DE that CL what person

=bang ta zud xidohui de dongzud af.
help 3sg do burn DE action PRT

ou. sudyi-
PRT SO
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—11T

— 12T

1317

1417

— 15T

1617

— 17T

— 18T

J1:
T2-3:

J4:
TS:
Jé:
T7-9:

J10:
T11-12:
J13-14:

T15:

CHAPTER 3

sudyi xianzai yizhi  zhao ba dao zhéngju af,
S0 now always search  NEG arrive evidence PRT
sudyi bu néng pan ta xing af,

S0 NEG can sentence 3sg punishment PRT

ou. méi you banfdi zhiao dao zhéngju.

PRT NEG have method search arrive evidence

késhi ta nii"ér  bh shi yijing béi shouyale ma?
but  3sg daughter NEG be already BEI detain PRT PRT
késhi ta hai shi bu jidng chalai af.

but  3sg still be NEG say out PRT

ou.

PRT

bu jiang chalai méi  you zhéngju=

NEG say out NEG have evidence

=jiu shi bu néng dui ta rahé  af.

just be NEG can to 3sG how  PRT

Now, it seems that Kuo Yu-ling has already been sentenced....
Ei, not yet. No piece of evidence has not been found yet. She
hasn’t admitted to anything yet.

She hasn’t- she hasn’t admitted?

She hasn’t.

But haven’t they found partial evidence?

She seems to... She asked someone to help her burn all pieces of
evidence.

Oh, so-

So until now nothing has been found, so they cannot sentence her.
Oh. Nothing could be found. But her daughter was detained,
wasn’t she?

But she [Kuo Yu-ling] still hasn’t said anything.
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J16: Oh.
T17-18: If she doesn’t say anything and they can find no evidence, then
there is nothing they can do against her.

All the information conveyed in the a-attached utterances is arguably still a kind of
shared or common knowledge that the speaker T supposes the hearer J should pos-
sess. Given the fact that the sexual scandal was a widely discussed issue and also
widely covered by the mass media every day when this conversation took place, it’s
reasonable to assume that the relevant information is shared by both speakers. In fact,
J’s utterances in lines 6 and 14 show her possession of certain knowledge regarding
this issue. In this excerpt, T’s a-attached utterances can all be categorized under
either shared knowledge (lines 3, 89, 11, 15) or common knowledge (lines 12,
17-18).

It must be added that the deployment of high-pitch @ in a disagreement is not
obligatory, yet quite common in conversational negotiation or argumentation. As in
the examples above, the use of high a reinforces the refutation or disagreement, by
indicating that the addressee should have known the a-attached information. In some
cases it even implies that the speaker is blaming the addressee for his/her ignorance,
as if carrying an overtone that “you should have known that” or “how could you not
know it,” thus leading to a stronger effect.

Similar to a-attached disagreements, a-attached agreements also show the
speaker’s assumption concerning the hearer’s knowledge state. In example (37), L
and H are talking about Chu Mei-feng, the politician who was involved in the sexual
scandal. Prior to this example, L has told H that she had a good impression of this
female politician before, but then she realized that what she did was just to make
herself more popular. In line 2, H deploys an a-attached agreement token zhe shi
dangran ‘of course it’s like that’, which not only shows H’s agreement with L’s
previous statement, but also indicates the obviousness of the statement itself. In
other words, H assumes that L should have known that the claim in line 1 has
already been part of H’s own knowledge, and H would like to point this out. It is
evident that in lines 5-6, H explicitly shows her knowledge about L’s claim: she
knows that all politicians supposedly do things in order to make themselves popular,
and this female politician could hardly be an exception.

(37) 1L houldi wo faxian ta  shi- ta  shi-
then lsg discover 3sg be 3s¢ be
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2L weile da  ziji de zhimingdu.
for strike self DE popularity

— 3H zhé shi dangran af.
this be of.course PRT

4L yao chiiféngtou.
want  in.the.limelight

SH ta  dou shi zhéyang hdo  bu hao?
3s¢ all be this.way good NEG good

6H méi ge zhéngzhirénwi dou shi zhéyang.
every CL politician all be this.way

L1-2: Then I discovered that it was for making herself more popular.
H3: Of course it’s like that.

L4:  She wants to be in the limelight.

HS5-6: 1t’s her way, okay? Every politician is like that.

Lastly, I will introduce interesting cases of a-attached disagreement in which the
a-attached utterance does not contain a clear referent, as in (38).

(38) =1 Z késhi  taiwan  jiu shi bijido- na ge af.

but Taiwan just be relatively that CL PRT
2Q taiwan- ni shi shud taiwan  bijido ruoshi ma?
Taiwan 2s¢ be say Taiwan relatively weak PRT

37 dui af.
right  PRT

Z1: But Taiwan is just more- that.
Q2: Taiwan- you mean Taiwan is weaker?
Z3:  Yeah.
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Before this excerpt, the two speakers Z and Q have been talking about an invention
of Taiwanese businessmen who are based in mainland China. Q mentioned that in
China the law is complicated and sometimes theory does not work out in practice. It
is therefore not easy for Taiwanese businessmen to invest in mainland China. In line
1, Z attaches the high-pitch a to her disagreeing assessment without a clear referent.
In line 2, Q provides a possible referent for Z’s assessment according to his
knowledge. This answer is immediately confirmed by Z in line 3 with a high
a-attached agreement dui a. I argue that the deployment of the high-pitch a can be
explained by speaker Z’s assumption that Q is able to identify the unidentified
referent nage ‘that’ (in other words, Q is believed to possess some relevant
knowledge). With the use of a, Z attempts to activate Q’s knowledge. We can see
that in line 2, Q’s move proves that Z’s assumption is correct (i.e., Q’s knowledge is
successfully activated and she identifies the referent successfully).

3.4.7 High-pitch a in answers

When the high a is appended to answers in a question-answer pair, the answer
carries an overtone of “obviousness.” In other words, by deploying the high a to the
answer, the speaker implies that the hearer (the question poser) should have already
known the answer to his own question, as if saying “don’t you know/remember
that?” or “can’t you see it?”

Excerpt (39) is an extension of example (1). M asks whether F has watched a
certain tennis tournament. In line 2, F attaches the UFP a to her answer, as if saying
“of course I did.” Understanding that M still doesn’t accept the obvious answer, F
explicitly provides a further explanation dou zai jia Ii kan ‘we all watched it at
home’ and adds a tag question bii shi ma ‘wasn’t it’. This use of a tag question is in
line with Lakoff’s (1973: 55) explanation: “Sometimes we find a tag-question used
in cases where the speaker knows as well as the addressee what the answer must be,
and doesn’t need confirmation.” Hu (2002: 54) also points out that the tag bi shi ma
shows the speaker’s confidence about her own statement. I thus argue that this tag
question indicates that F already has the obvious answer in mind and she believes
that M has too.

B9Y)Y—-1M qunian al ni you kanna ge wangqill gongkaisai ma?
last.year PRT 2gg have see that CL tennis open  game PRT

2F qunian(.) you af.
last.year ~ have PRT
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Example (40) is another example of an a-attached answer. The two speakers D and L
are good friends. Prior to this conversation, L, who is an English teacher, has told D
that she and her boyfriend plan to run a private tutorial school. In lines 2 and 3, L
deploys two a-attached utterances to respond to D’s question about potential teach-
ers. As D is supposed to know that L is a teacher, the a-attached utterances not only
reveal L’s assumption, but also imply that D’s question is redundant. L uses dangrdan
‘of course’ in her response in line 3, illustrating that the fact that she will be the

3M

4F

Mi:
F2:
M3:
F4:

CHAPTER 3

you al?
have PRT
dou zaijia N kan ba shi ma?

all at home inside see NEG be PRT

Did you watch the tennis tournament last year?
Last year, yes I did.

Did you?

We all watched it at home, wasn’t it?

teacher is self-evident.

(40)

—

—

1D

2L

3L

DI:
L2-3:

rigud- xiang yao qing ldoshi nimen yao qu nabian qing?
if like want hire teacher 2pr  must go where hire

jiu ziji jiao le af
just  self teach ASP PRT

yi kaishi dangran ziji = jiao at
one  START of.course self teach PRT

If- when you want to hire teachers, how do you hire them?
I will teach! In the beginning, of course I will be the teacher.
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3.4.8 High-pitch a in requests

The last distributional context of @ are requests. When « is used in requests, it retains
the same core function, i.e. to activate the addressee’s knowledge state. The speaker
expects that the addressee should possess a certain shared or common knowledge
explaining why such a request or suggestion is being made.

In excerpt (41), Y, S, Z and W are supposed to make a recording of their
conversation as a class assignment. Throughout the conversation, S, Z and W have
been talking a lot, but Y kept quiet. Prior to this excerpt, Y was asked why he hasn’t
been talking much. In line 1, Y answers that he does not know what to say. W uses
an a-attached suggestion in line 3, and explicitly reveals what she has expected in
line 4. A few minutes later, the team members realize that Y still does not talk much.
W thus uses another a-attached suggestion in line 92, in order to force Y to talk

more.
41 1Y wo bu zhidao yao jiang shénme.
Is¢ NEG know want say what
28 ni juéde zhéyang hén you yapogin ma?
2sg  think this.way very have sense.of.pressure PRT
- 3W women lidotian ni  jiu génzhe lido at
™ chat 2sG  just follow chat PRT
4 W ni dou bu shudhua, zhéyang Iu bi dao ni jidnghua.
2sg all NEG talk this.way record NEG arrive 2sg talk

(85 lines omitted, Z and W said to Y)

90 Z ni jidng tai shdo le.
2sg talk too few PRT

91W jiu liang  san  fenzhong  éryi,
just two three minute just

— 92 W suibian shué ji ju hua at.
casual say several sentence word  PRT
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93 W you méi you guanxi.
again NEG have relationship

Y1: I don’t know what to say.

S2: Do you feel under stress like this?

W3-4:  When we chat you can join us. You just don’t talk. Like this your
words will not be recorded.

790: You hardly talk.

WO91-93: Just two or three minutes. Just talk a little. It does not matter at all.

In lines 4 and 92, W clearly shows her expectation which can be regarded as a
common knowledge (if a person does not talk, her/his words cannot be recorded) or
a sort of shared knowledge among the group members (saying some sentences does
not matter at all; everybody should contribute to the assignment). In this context, the
a-attached suggestion has a stronger effect than its counterpart without a. It is
reasonable to assume that if a speaker makes a suggestion or request and supposes
the hearer should know the reason why s/he does so, the suggestion/request itself
implies an extra effort, as if saying: “you should have known why I make such a
suggestion/request. Why should I bother doing so?” This is in line with previous
studies explaining that the a-attached requests carry a stronger effect (cf. Chao 1968:
795-796, 804).

3.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued that the core function of the UFP a in Taiwan Manda-
rin is knowledge activation, which is in line with what 1. Li (1999) proposes for the
Southern Min UFP a. Low-pitch @ marks the activation of the speaker’s own knowl-
edge, whereas high-pitch @ indicates activation of the addressee’s knowledge. By
using low a, the speaker signals that part of his/her own knowledge has been acti-
vated. By using high a, the speaker supposes that the addressee has a certain knowl-
edge of which he is not aware at the time of the utterance and that once that knowl-
edge has been activated, the addressee can understand the speaker’s moves and
motives in conversation.

I have also demonstrated that the use of UFP @ in Taiwan Mandarin is not
entirely identical with that in mainland Mandarin. In Taiwan Mandarin, high-pitch a
can be used for introducing a discourse topic. As I will show in chapter 7, there are
good reasons to assume that this functional asymmetry is due to the influence of
Southern Min on Taiwan Mandarin.



