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ABSTRACT
Chinese has been classified as an "isolating"

language which expresses grammatical relation with few or no bound
inflectional forms and many fixed syntactic constructions, The basis
for this notion chiefly originated from the nature of Chinese
monosyllabic structures and the relation of syntactic to
morphological phenomena. Mandarin Chinese, however, does have bound
grammatical morphemes, but their presence is less evident in the
writing system than in connected speech. Chinese often uses various
types of affixation as an important tool in morphological processes.
The retroflexed suffix -r, described in this paper, is a
characteristic feature of Mandarin Chinese and is one of the most
important affixational devices in Mandarin morphological processes.
It serves to indicate a semantic change from the stem word and to
change certain form classes into nominals, verbs, adjectives, and
adverbs Not only does it enrich the lexicon of the language, but it
also colors connected speech more vividly. (Author/AMM)
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THE FUNCTION OF THE RETROFLEXED SUFFIX -r

IN THE MORPHOLOGICAL PROCESS OF MANDARIN CHINESE

Henry Hung-yeh Tiee

University of Southern California

Languages vary greatly in the extent of their inflectional

morphology. An old-fashioned classification of language used to

regard Chinese as an "isolating" language which expresses gramma-

tical relation with few or no bound inflectional forms and many

fixed syntactic constructions. The basis for this *otion chiefly

Originated from the nature of Chinese monosyllabic structures and

the relation of syntactic to morphologic phenomena. Mandarin

Chinese, however, does have bound grammatical morphemesi but their

presence is less evident in the writing system than in connected

speech. For instance, in the utterance like timenshuozhao,hukne

'They are talking', men,,Ibmg, and ne are all the inflectional

bound forms. The first one is used as a noun-plural bound mor-

pheme= the latter two, progressive aspect-. Thus, the Chinese

language often'uses various types of affixation as an important

The Chinese retroflexed suffix -r is originally derived from
a free morpheme /ar/(second tone) meaning "child". There are in

1:
Chinese a very small number of monosyllabic words which have the
same segmental elements of /or/ with a different tone, such as /Dr/,

A) with the second tone, in)AdditionttothethIld", alsomeaftIng
"moreover"; with the third tone, it means "ear, near, you, or

ei cookie"; fourth tone, "two". This retroflexed sound /ar/ can also
be a grammatical suffix. When it does so, it often changes its
nature into a nonsyllabic /-r/, being added to a great number of
either monosyllabic or polysyllabic words, giving the "r-coloring"
to the preceding syllables with the specific pronunciation depend-
ing on the phonological rules of its dialect. Since the discussion
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tool in morphological processes. The retroflexed suffix -r is

one of the most interesting of such features.

The retroflexed suffix -r commonly occurs in most Mandarin

speaking areas. It is one of the morphological devices used in

various different manners and to different degrees in individual

Mandarin dialects, and it is much more widespread in the Peiping

dialect than in any other Mandarin dialect. It generally serves

as a nominal ending which adds a new meaning to that of its stem

nominal. In the Peiping dialect, the retroflexed suffix -r tends

to occur after any kind of nominal. A native speaker of the Pei-

ping dialect may add a retroflexed suffix -r to nouns referring

to any kind of concrete object end to a few abstract ideas. For

instance, one can add a retroflexed suffix -r to words such as

1.4 'flower'ev buir; and also to such abstract

words as bei igeneration'i^d beir; gra' 'empty, hollow'.' kagr.

Thus, there are no infallible rules for determining which nominals

may have such an ending in conversational speech. However, since

this suffixal morpheme -r is originally derived from the free mor-

pheme /ar/(second tone), which means "child" or "smallness" and

also has a sense of "cuteness", there is a general area of meaning

of the phonological features is beyond the scope of this study, and
for the sake of convenience, throughout this study, the author simply
follows the Pinyin system transcribing this morpheme, as well as the
examples themselves.
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for it--that is, whenever the speaker wants to express some emotional

fondness for things that are relatively small, the retroflexed suffix

-r will be immediately added after the stem morpheme, as in aula

bilz 'small child', Asa] maor 'small cat', xiao chuangr, 'small bed'

(1. e., CA23 'small'' + 'child' + -r, etc.)

It must be noted that the retroflexed suffix -r expresses more

shades of meaning than just that of dimilaution. It has in some

cases a more specific designation when added to the stem word.

The following pairs of words will show the differences between

them. The first one of each pair is the stem words the second,

the retroflexed suffix -r added.

la. xin 'heart'

/
renxin 'human heart'

b. alir 'the central part of certain things'

alxInr 'the central part of the vegetable'

dengxinr, 'lamp wick'

2a. in 'letter'

zhie Lapide xin. 'This is your letter'.

b. x nr 'news, message'

sii. xinr. 'Bring the message to him'.

3a tou 'head'

rentou 'human head'

b. tcfur 'leader, top, or end*

to shi wosdemende tour. 'He is our leader'.

/
aia/ notourshang zhangle cao. 'On the top of the wall,

there grows grass'.



_ease ash m6/itccur. 'This story has no end'.

The retroflexed 'suffix -r functioning as a nominal ending

occurs not only after nouns, but also after other classes of words,

changing the class of its stem words into a nominal form. There

are two form classes, verbal and adjectival, to which the nominal

suffix -r is commonly added in connected speech, Examples can be

given as follows:

Stem word: verb Suffix added: nominal

10 chi 'to eat' chic 'foods'

/
meichi. wo mei/chir.

'I have not eaten'. 'I have no foods to eat'.

2. Asa' 'to tell, to explain' liar= 'meaning'

/ /
zhege zi meiiianc. zhege zi mei liangr.

vThis word is not explained'. 'This word is meaningless'.

3. Ea 'to cover' spir 'lid'

' / / /
l_meiTon, gal Nig* Pingzi, alautial filla

'You have not covered it 'There is no lid on the

well'. bottle'.

Stem word: adjective Suffix added: nominal

1. 1112K 'bright' liIngt 'light'

zhlir, bull ng. zAr melyaci

'It's not bright here' 'There is no light here'.

2. Alia 'sharp' liar 'point'

zhe qingbi h_ en Jim. zhe pianbi, MA1YOU
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'This pencil is very sharp'. 'This pencil has no point'.

3. me 'far' yuanr 'long distance'
v

mr, hen jana. ni raole yuanr.

'It's very far there'. 'You took a long way",

Not only does the retroflexed suffix md.serve as a noun ending

and a pronoun ending as in zher 'here' and nar 'there', but it also

function as a verbal, an adjectival and an adverbial suffix. When

it does so, the stem word is often in a polysyllabic reduplicative

constructions. 2 In addition, except for the verb, the adjective

and adverb often have another structural suffix -de followed its

suffix -r. The examples can be given as follows:

1. Verb:3

Ilia 'to wait' Origdengr

Iiid 'to lie down' tAisigtangr

Aid 'to wake up' xtimxingr,

2. Adjectives

2
There are certain stem-words can simply be added by the re-

troflexed suffix -r without a repetition of themselves. For instance:
the verb Ea 'to wanr as a noncontrastive allomorph of van:
the adjective yidingdian 'a little'eN,./zialpgdianr4 and the adverb

'together' e., yikuiir and so on.

'There is a noncontrastive variant of such verbs which is form-
ed by inserting a morpheme yi between the reduplicative structure,
as in,

dengyidengr tangyitangr xingyixingr

Ith
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fito 'high, lofty' isicaLacirde

1); 'thin' b;borde

diang 'generous, dignif ied' adafaganalt
/

149a1 'sincere, honest' 1;61aoshishirde

3. Adverb:

'good, well' haohaorde

man 'slow' manmanrde

Una 'soft, not loud' giiEgAngrde
v/

In Chinese speech, there are two other words, namely zi

'child' or 'eon° and tou 'head' which are also commonly used as

nominal suffixes. Since zi also has etymologically a meaning of

*child', It often serves as an alternant of the suffix -r and

function as a noncontrasting variant, as in

.fir 'means, method' = fazi

Aur 'button' = lauzi

fanguanr 'restaurant' = Lansmv

However, since zi has no obligatory sense of diminution or of emo-

tional fondness as the suffix -r usually does, the two are not

completely interchangeableitfer-instincet.

niir 'daughter' # nfizi 'woman, girl'

bar 'flower' # huizi 'flower seed, beggar'

in some cases, they are in complementary distribution, as in

Suffix -r:
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ci 'words, expression'. NJ cir ( *cizi)

xiaoshuo 'story, novel's-Nd xiaoshuor (*Iiaoshuoti)

Suffix -zi:

'deaflevelongzi 'a deaf person' (*longt)

ri 'sun, day",../ rizi 'day, a date° (*rir)

The interchangeability of the suffixes -r and loki,aftercer.p.

taro nominals is basically dialectal, but each case is dependent upon

the speech habits of the community. In General, the native speakers

of the Peiping dialect seem to have a preference for the suffix -r,

whenever they feel such an ending is suitable for the nominal. where-

as the Mandarin speakers of non-Peiping arsas tend to use suffix -zi

v /
more. For instance, a Peiping speaker says, lao tour 'old man',

xiaohair 'small` child', benr 'notebook, volume', xingr, 'apricot's

the Mandarin speakers of non-Peiping dialects would says-

/
benzi, and rtnzi.

Interestingly enough, the retroflexed suffix -r can also occur,

especially in the Peiping dialect, after any one of the two other

suffixes zzl and -tou, forming two kinds of nominal suffix-cluster:

it 'seed, a sense of small mini t' and -tour with the meaning of

'leader, top, or end' when added to a noun-stem word, or with the

meaning of 'it is worth...' when added to a verb-stem word. Fol-

lowing are some examples:

1. Suffix cluster -zir:

Stem word: Suffix cluster -zir added:



a. ii;la 'copper'

b. as 'melon'

c. 411 'chicken'

2. Suffix cluster -tour:

A. Noun-stem word:

a. gel 'sects branch'

b. rim 'year'

c. shui 'water'

B. Verb-stem word:

'to buy'

'to see, to look
at'

flee 8

tongzir 'copper cdoins'

guair 'dried melon seeds'

lair 'chicken egg'

Suffix cluster -tour added:

pkitour, 'imposing behavior'

nidantam "year, crop, harvest'
ve

shuitour 'the water source'

Suffix cluster -tour added:

maitour worth buying'

kantour worth seeing
or look ng at'

c. 01 'to eat' chftour isJ worth eating'

In conclusion, the retroflexed suffix r is a characteristic

featUre Of Mandarin Chinese and is one of the most important affi-

xational deviceSin Mandarin morphological processegi It serves, on

the ohe hand, to indicate a semantic change from the stem word,

and on the other hand, to change certain form classes into nominala,

verbs, adjectives and adverbs. Not only does it enrich the lexicon

of the language, but it also colors connected speech more vividly.
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