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Abstract 

Sentence-final particles or modal particles 

or utterance particles are always named as 

something very specific of Chinese 

language (Mandarin and dialects).  Due to 

different typology of languages there are 

several ways (lexicology, intonation, 

particles) how to express its' 

communicative and grammatical functions 

in translation, and that cause difficulties for 

learners, requiring them for deep 

understanding of two languages (especially 

its’ latent semantics and an attitude of the 

speaker to the situation). And that’s why 

particles shouldn’t be learnt by heart, they 

should be assimilated. Based on previous 

studies on particles in Slavic languages 

(Nikolaeva 1985, Bauer 1972, Starodumova 

2002) and on diachronic language materials 

and synchronic data of Mandarin Chinese 

and dialects (Southern Min and Cantonese) 

we’ve found out that SPF in Chinese 

languages in comparison with the same 

phenomenon in typologically different 

languages such as Russian (as a Slavic 

language) show similar patterns in its’ core 

characteristics: position, function, symbol 

(phonetically); and differences in usage and 

semantic, all these lead us to better 

understanding of the SPF as a universal 

linguistic category. 
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Sentence-final particles, modal particles, 

or utterance particles are always named as 

something very specific of Chinese 

language (Mandarin and dialects). 

However, particles can be found in other 

languages as well. These particles are not 

only a grammatical or syntax category, they 

are a very important part of 

communication, and are more a part of 

speech, then just a simple functional 

marker.  That is the core of the term 

problem: researchers and grammaticians 
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understand this phenomenon differently, 

and outline distinct characteristics. We 

suggest using the term “phrasal particle” as 

mostly neutral.   

 

In the research process, we clarify 

particles using its three main characteristics: 

position, function, and symbol. Every 

characteristic can also be divided into 

several parts (see the table 1). 

 

 

Table 1 

position  function  symbol  

sentence initial grammatical 

topic final communicative 

phonetic 

in the middle of the 

sentence 

 

sentence final 

 

emphatic 

 

character 

   

This table is an attempt to provide a 

guide for throughout definition of the 

particles according to the characteristics in 

the table.  These parts have an impact on 

each other, but in the same time, no one of 

them can be a determining characteristic. 

Moreover, we cannot use just one of the 

characteristics in explaining the particles, as 

they do not have significant meaning, but 

we should also remember that they are not 

functional words （助词）as well [齐沪

扬].  

 

We treat Chinese language and Russian 

language as a complex of its diachronic and 

synchrony forms, its dialects and standard 

(Mandarin (Putonghua), with all it’s 

colloquial and literary forms, that’s what a 

language as an object of study is in 

regarding phrasal particles  

 

Classification of particles 

Based on previous studies on particles 

in Slavic languages [Nikolaeva 1985, Bauer 

1972, Starodumova 2002] and on 

diachronic language materials [孙锡信] and 

synchronic data of Mandarin Chinese and 

dialects (Southern Min and Cantonese 
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[Pavlova]) we have worked out phrase 

particle classification that can be used for 

both languages.  

 Pure particles (core particles) 

The semantic of this class of particles is 

not clear, the origin significant meaning 

was lost; they are most frequently used, 

polysemic and synonymous. For example, 

in Chinese, 啊，呢; in Russian же, ну etc. 

 Particles that can be correlated with 

significant words  

The semantic is partly clear and can be 

correlated with significant words in 

diachrony (罢 - 吧, 无-吗; in Russian бы) . 

But used only as particle in synchrony. Has 

narrow semantic meaning and relatively 

narrow functions .  

 Particles that can be used as 

another word 

These particles are still a part of 

significant or functional word’s range (For 

example, 勿 会  in Min Nan ， 的  in 

Mandarin; a, и in Russian) 

 Combination of  particles （ for 

example, 了吧, так и） 

 Particle-like  

Occasional significant or functional 

words that can be used as particles in 

specific contexts or can be the 

characteristic of speech of an individual, 

the most common are abusive language 

words. And, the newest phenomenon – 

emoji. 

 

Chinese language is a topic prominent 

language, Russian language is subject 

prominent, but regarding its colloquial 

forms, topic prominent sentences can 

frequently occur in day-to-day speech. If 

we look through Chinese materials 

(diachronic, synchronic and dialects) for 

particles, we can find out: sentence initial 

particles (nowadays maintain in Southern 

Min), topic final, in the middle of the 

sentence (disappeared according to the 

change of the sentence structure NP-VP 

before the period of Middle Chinese), and 

sentence final particles.   

Ex. 

1. 啊汝着来食一下! (你要来吃呀!) 

2. 这件事啊，你可不能马马虎

虎。 

3. 今天可冷呢。 

 

In Russian language phrasal particles 

can be sentence initial, topic final, but no 

sentence final (very rare in dialogs, in short 

response, that are not actually sentences) .  

Ex. 

1. Ну когда ты ему позвонишь уже?  
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2. Я же ничего сверхъестественного не 

прошу! 

3. Может, пойдём в ресторан? – Да ну. 

 

That has a relation with the intonation. 

In Russian language middle of the sentence 

is intonation weak position, so it doesn’t 

need and doesn’t have particles, in 

colloquial speech particles can be used 

between parts of the sentence, and their 

function is to connect parts of the text.  

Ex. Ой, нам ничего с мужем не хватает 

[вздох], эм…, (раздумывает) помогает сын, 

все потому что на лекарства, в основном, 

лекарства и питание, всё. Мы не одеваемся, ну 

вот так в общем… 

 

The core difference in position aspect is 

related to the language typology and 

phrasal intonation.  

In Chinese as an isolating language, 

intonation is strictly regulated, in most 

cases you cannot just with changing 

intonation change the latent semantic, the 

meaning of the sentence, as you can do it 

in Russian. 

Ex. 

1）你是学生吧？  

Ты студент?  

2）你是学生吗？ 

Ты студент? 

 

In Russian language, intonation is more 

flexible, it can replace phrasal particles in 

many cases, which perhaps will not sound 

very natural, but still understandable. In 

some cases, particles are essential, and 

cannot be replaced with intonation.  

The second reason is the order of words 

in the sentence. Due to more strict order in 

isolating languages than in inflected 

languages, such as Russian, particles 

position flexibility is also limited. The 

changes in sentence structure always leads 

to changes in phrasal particles position in 

diachronic aspect (for ex.了 liao, 无 that 

were started to use at the end of the 

sentence and became, according to some 

scholars, 了 le，吗)[ 孙锡信].   

 

The part -of- speech question is related 

to the order of words. We stick with the 

theory that Chinese morphology is 

“positional”: lexical units may fill Positions 

or “fluctuate” in a Range between several 

part-of-speech meanings. ”The languages 

typologically can be divided into those in 

which the parts of speech are fixed in the 

lexis: Russian, German, Italian etc, and 

those in which the parts of speech appear 

only as positions“[Kyrdumov,98].That has 

an impact to the phrasal particles, because 
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either in Chinese or Russian language these 

particles are very difficult to be interpret as 

a definite part-of-speech, due to different 

types of particles. Phrasal particles are not 

functional words, but are not significant 

either.  

 

For phrasal particles regarding its part-

of-speech question there are several 

similarities between Chinese and Russian 

languages:  

‐ Phrasal particles are polysemic and 

synonymous, their meaning can be very 

close, but they can’t replace each other in 

the context without changing the latent 

semantic 

‐ Phrasal particles are contextual, 

without the context they can be 

undistinguished from functional words 

(conjunction, preposition) 

‐ In diachrony in some Chinese 

dialects (Southern Min 勿 会 ), and in 

synchrony in Russian language there are 

some particles (вот) that could be used as 

another part-of-speech at the same time, as 

significant and functional words (there is a 

discussion, if  it was/is one word with 

different meanings or functions or just 

different words, that sound similar). 

‐ In diachrony particles were used in 

word formatting process. It’s common in 

Russian language due to its typologically 

different relationship between words in the 

sentence (этот), and it can be found in 

Chinese as well, especially in diachrony (罢

了).   

 

There is always a question, if we look 

through the ages, was there a period when 

language structure changed so that phrasal 

particles appeared? We suggest, that 

phrasal particles are inherent (intrinsic) part 

of speech. Due to the lack of real speech 

data in the diachrony of languages, there 

are no evidence that particles were or were 

not present three thousand years ago. But 

regarding the fact that phrasal particles can 

be found in the early texts such as 说文解

字 Shuowenjiezi (for Chinese languages, I-

II AD), or can be related to proto-Indo-

European language (for Slavic languages), 

we can say, that the functions, that phrasal 

particles perform now, are inherent part of 

language, but it’s characteristic (position, 

functions, symbol) were not the same as in 

contemporarily state of languages.  

 

Speaking of the translation between 

languages, there are some difficulties that 

struck those who study language. In 

position and related characteristics of the 
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phrasal particles the most frequent 

problems are: the lack of particle in the 

sentence, misusing (with another part-of-

speech) and the wrong usage (position and 

functional). In Russian language, we do not 

use particles in the end of the sentence, but 

it is very common for Chinese. Most of 

those whose native language is Chinese 

frequently use Russian particles at the end 

of the sentence in function of Chinese 

particles. Mostly they prefer one or two 

different particles (да, а, ага) to express 

different meanings.  

Misusing with another part-of-speech is 

more common for Russian native speakers. 

This is because in Russian language 

frequently used particles are context 

determine and can be undistinguished from 

other part-of speech (significant and 

functional). In translation, students use the 

dictionary significant or functional meaning 

of the word, but doesn’t regard it as a 

particle (和 – “and” – «и» (two meanings: 

as a conjunction and a phrasal colloquial 

particle), the same for «а», that can be a 

conjunction with two meanings 和 and 可

是 (或相反), and can also be a particle, 

that according to context can be 

transmitted as 呢 ， 啊 ， or as an 

interjection 啊,哦. This problem is more 

for the positional aspect and part-of-speech, 

then functional, because of the lack of 

understanding that position can define 

part-of-speech in Chinese and in Russian 

for phrasal particles.  

 

We divide the phrasal particles’ 

functions into three groups: grammatical, 

communicative, emphatic. Due to different 

origin of the particles, some of phrasal 

particles, especially core particles, have all 

of the functions, but not essentially at the 

same time in the context. We have already 

mentioned above about the debatable 

question of the same word with different 

meanings (one ne 呢), or different words 

with the same symbol (呢 ne1, 呢 ne2..), 

and for our research we use the theory of a 

word’s range, only for particles it’s not the 

part-of-speech range, but a functional 

range from grammatical to emphatic 

functions. Some of the particles have two 

functions: communicative and emphatic. 

Particles can’t be only emphatic, because all 

particles are used to communicate, they 

express the speaker’s attitude to the 

situation (express correlation with the 

norm or generality) or the attitude of the 

addresser to the addressee, and that means 

communication function with its latent 

semantic. That’s why phrasal particles 
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mostly appear in dialogs and colloquial 

speech, because they concentrate semantic 

richness (intensity) of the statement, using 

the minimum of the language resources.  

 

Grammatical functions of the phrasal 

particles are those that can change the type 

of the sentence, change its state. 

Ex. 

他是学生啊!？ 

他是学生吗？ 

他是学生吧。 

 

Communicative functions are 

determined by context. In case of particles 

there is always some context, or even 

“zero-context” [Nikolaeva, 14] (when a 

particle is a sentence itself or a short 

response).  Context can be different in 

length, can be bound with intonation 

(especially in Russian). Context structure 

and parameters differ from one language to 

another. And that is the core why particles 

can’t be translated, they can be only 

transmitted, and shouldn’t be learnt by 

heart, they should be assimilated. 

Although, there are some similar patterns 

between Russian and Chinese: 

‐ Particles can be the interrelation 

within the text. That function often 

appears in colloquial speech (these two 

examples are the scripts of  lecture (1) and 

telephone conversation (2) 

• (1) 好，所以呢，你看表示突出

的，一，十，百<….> 好，还有呢，在

成语里面它有一些对比，对比，它有

两个不同的数字。。。 

• (2) Ну как бы я должна типа 

освоить метод, а он не получается у 

меня. И все мне говорят: «Да, ты все 

правильно делаешь, просто попробуй 

еще раз». Хах, и так уже раз пять, 

наверное. Ну как бы, ну я не знаю, мне 

никто не помогает, ну, то есть как, 

помогает, но ну как бы, ну вот типа, 

ну… Ты сделала вот это, вот это, вот это, 

ну, вроде все правильно, сделай еще раз.  

particles express the speaker’s attitude to 

the situation, express correlation with the 

norm or generality, the attitude of  the 

addresser to the addressee.  But they are 

firmly linked and determined by intonation 

in this case and latent semantic rules.  

Emphatic functions more closely related 

to intonation, stress, pitch, rhythm etc. 

Emphatic functions from the diachronic 

perspective are related to the intonation, its 

changes and ways to express it in writing 

form. For example, in Russian sentences 

had initial high pitch, rising intonation. 
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Such very powerful beginning was marked 

by phrasal particles in sentence initial 

position, and its function is to attract 

attention to what would follow next (that is 

true for Chinese dialects, where the initial 

position for particles still remains, for ex. 

In Southern Min), another position – topic 

final – is more common for colloquial 

speech in Russian, as it more topic 

prominent than literary form, and by this 

closer to Chinese language structure.  

Speaking of literary forms, the most 

interesting example for pause, stress and 

rhythm will be poems. It was more 

common for Chinese in diachronic 

perspective (perhaps, it’s related to the 

sentence structure changes), and is 

common for Russian poetry even 

nowadays.  

 

 

Рекла – и ужас всех объемлет, 

И страстью дрогнули сердца… 

Она смущённый ропот внемлет 

С холодной дерзостью лица, 

И взор презрительный обводит 

Кругом поклонников своих… 

Вдруг из толпы один выходит, 

Вослед за ним и два других. 

Смела их поступь; ясны очи; 

Навстречу им она встает; 

Свершилось: куплены три ночи, 

И ложе смерти их зовет.  

 

А.С.Пушкин (Египетские ночи) 

圣旨下——臣仆们全都一阵恐慌， 

同时又欲火中烧，心儿战慄…… 

她倾听着羞怯的嚅嚅絮语， 

冷冰冰的脸上显现出包天的色胆， 

鄙睨一切的目光扫过 

四周围对她无限崇拜的儿郎…… 

突然人群中站出来一个人， 

随后又走出两个。 

他们的举动真够勇敢，眼睛雪亮。 

女皇朝着他们站起身； 

交易业已谈妥：他们一共买去三个夜晚， 

合欢床招唤着死亡。 

 

普希金   （埃及之夜） 
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Унылая пора! Очей очарованье! 

Приятна мне твоя прощальная краса — 

Люблю я пышное природы увяданье, 

В багрец и в золото одетые леса, 

В их сенях ветра шум и свежее дыханье, 

И мглой волнистою покрыты небеса, 

И редкий солнца луч, и первые морозы, 

И отдаленные седой зимы угрозы. 

А.С.Пушкин 

 

忧伤的季节！眼睛的陶醉！ 

我喜欢你道别的美丽—— 

我爱大自然豪华的凋零， 

森林换上红色和金色的外衣， 

林中是风的喧嚣和清新的气息， 

天空覆盖着波浪般的阴霾， 

有罕见的阳光，早来的寒冷， 

还有白发的冬天远处的威胁。 

 普希金 （秋之韵） 

As you can see, this emphatic function 

(and also interrelation within the text) is 

not translated into Chinese, because of the 

different sentence-structure and intonation. 

Next two poems show us the rhythm in 

Chinese ancient poems, that also can’t be 

translated even to Mandarin without losing 

the structure.  

 

南有乔木，不可休思；汉有游女，不可求思。 

汉之广矣，不可泳思；江之永矣，不可方思。 

翘翘错薪，言刈其楚；之子于归，言秣其马。 

汉之广矣，不可泳思；江之永矣，不可方思。 

翘翘错薪，言刈其蒌；之子于归，言秣其驹。 

汉之广矣，不可泳思；江之永矣，不可方思。 

                                           《诗经·周南·汉广》 

南山崔崔，雄狐绥绥。鲁道有荡，齐子由归。既曰归止，曷又怀止 

葛屦五两，冠緌双止。鲁道有荡，齐子庸止。既曰庸止，曷又从止？ 

蓺麻如之何？衡从其亩。取妻如之何？必告父母。既曰告止，曷又鞫止? 

析薪如之何？匪斧不克。取妻如之何？匪媒不得。既曰得止，曷又极止? 

                                                                   《诗经·国风·齐风·南山》 
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Phrasal particles can be expressed 

verbally and in writing. Speaking of 

verbal part, there are some similarities 

between Russian and Chinese particles:  

‐ the same structure for core 

particles, they are only vowels, or open 

syllable (a, le, ma; ну, же, и) 

‐ there can be combination of  

vowels, but no combination of  

consonants 

‐ there are certain combinations 

with consonants, that are very close or 

almost the same (if  the phonetic 

structure the same) within dialects  

But in writing, because of the different 

writing systems, Russian and Chinese 

languages almost have nothing in 

common. Chinese characters had a great 

influence on the phrasal particles 

evolution. Characters for particles are 

insignificant, because they don’t express 

(and they can’t do it) any meaning 

graphically, just its phonetics. And it 

causes some difficulty for researchers, 

when ancient authors because of the 

dialect differences or for some other 

reasons mixed the characters, or wrote 

similar ones.  Sometimes it led to new 

particles or its functional diversity (阿、

啊、呀 etc), or unification （呢、哩

etc.） . Of course, phonetic changes in 

Slavic languages also led to different 

writing form (бы – бо). And this is also 

related to the problem of loan particles 

from own dialects or other languages. 

There is another common pattern: 

particles are borrowed from literature-

rich language (dialects), or when there is 

no possible equivalent (even functional). 

For Slavic languages, Russian is the most 

particle-pure language, as it almost 

doesn’t have loan particles. The same is 

true for Mandarin nowadays, but in 

diachronic perspective, Buddhist 

translations, Mongolian language 

influence and big population migrations 

every several centuries (3 AD, 9-10 AD, 

12-13 AD, 17AD, 20 c.) have had a great 

impact on Chinese languages and phrasal 

particles in particular.  

 

Phrasal particles are one of the most 

difficult parts for learning foreign 

language, one of the most essential in 

communication. In small insignificant 

“words” we can express all our feelings, 

attitude, understanding of the situation, 

and in doing this we never think, what 

particle will be right to choose, we just 

feel it. Phrasal particles are something 

that combines thoughts, grammar and 
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syntax together, making our sentences 

sound natural and human-like. Languages 

can be typologically different, but as far 

as we can see through our research, 

human languages in their core structure 

have a lot in common.    
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