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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 formsand many
fixed syntactic constructions. The basis for this sotion chief.y
originated from the nature of Chinese monosyllabic structures and
the relation of syntactic to morpkologic phenomena. Mandarin
Chinese, however, does have bound grammaticai morphemeg.but their

presence is less evident in the writing system than in connected

speech, For instance, in the utterance like tdmen shuozhao hgine
‘They are talking®', men, zhao, and ne are all the inflectional
bound forms, The first one is used %s a noun-plural bound mor-

pheme; the latter two, progressive aspect~., Thus, the Chinese

language often uses varicus types of affixation as an important
- lThe Chinese retroflexed suffix =r is originally derived from .
a free morpheme /sr/(second tone) meaning "child". There are in
Chinese a very small number of moncsyllabic words which have the
same segmental elements of /#r/ with a different tone, such as /3r/,
with the second tone, in:idditionito!'the” "cklld?, also:meaning
"moreover”; with the third tone, it means "ear, near, you, or
cookie”; fourth tone, "two". This retroflexed sound /5r/ 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 1s 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 & nominal ending which adds a new meaning to thet of its stem
nominal. In the Pelping dialect, the retroflexed suffix =-r tends
to occur after any kind of nominal., A native speaker of the Pel-
Ping dialect may add a retroflexed suffix =-r tc nouns referring
to any kind of concrete object ~nd to a few abstrac! ideas. For
instance, one can add a retroflexed suffix =-r to words such as
nido 'bird',ppgliaxg hua ‘flower'~ huar; and also to such abstract

werds as béi ‘gseneration’~. béir; kshg ‘empty, hollow'~s k6h5r.

Thus, there are no infallible ruies for determining which nominals
may have‘such an ending in conversational speech, However, since

this suffixal morpheme :3'18 originally derived from the free mer-
pheme /3r/(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 1s 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 emotlional
fondness for things that are relatively small, the retroflexed suffix
=r will be immediately added after the steu morpheme, as 1in ;ﬁég
Qél; *small child’, ;;;é,géég 'small cat', xido chuéhgr ‘small bed'
(1. €., X180 'small’ + gé;,'ch11d° + =r, etc.)

It must be noted that the retroflexed suffix =-r expresses more
shades of megning than just that‘of dimirnution. 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 palr 1s the stem word; the second,

the retroflcxed suffix =r added.

la. th 'heart’
/ -
renxin ‘'human heart'’

-

b. xinr ‘'the central part of certain things'
| cAixinr ‘the central part of the vegetabie’
dengxinr ‘'lamnp wick' |
2a. ;Lg ‘letter’
ggé ggl,giég,élg; *This is your letter’,
b, ;ig; '‘news, message'
ggi‘gé,gé;sg_;ig;. 'Bring the me<sage to him',
3a Eéﬁ *head’
réﬁtéﬁ *human head®
b. géﬁ; *leader, top, or end*
gé‘ggl_wKEQnde géﬁg. 'He is our leader’,

o~ v
giéngtdurshang zhangle cao. 'On the top of the wall,
there grows grass'.
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ggégg,gﬁgg;,méitéhr. 'This story has no end'.

The retroflexsad s3uffix -r functioning as a nominal ending
occurs not only after nouns, but also after other classes of words,
changing the class of 1ts stem words into a nomiral form. There
are two form classes, werbal and adjectival, to which the nominal
suffix =r is commonly added in connected speech, Examples can be

glven as follows:

Stem word: verbd | Suffix added: nominal

1, chi ‘'to eat' chir ‘foods’
- 7/ -

!‘{ me/:l.chi. gc_i_/ meichir,

*I have not eaten’, 'I have no foods to eat'.,
2, Jiﬁhg 'to tell, to explaln' Jiiagr 'meaning’

\  /

zhége zi meljiang. zhdge z1 mél jigngr.

‘This word is not explained'. °‘This word is meaningless’'.
3. sﬁ; 'te cover' gilr ‘'114°

Y L v\ v /N /N

ni meiyou gai hgo. pingzi melyou gair.,

*You have not covered 1t ‘There is no 1lid on the

well', bottle*,

Stem word: adjective Suffix added: nominal
1, lidng °*bright’ lidngr ‘light’ 5
k Voo ; /7 \

zhér buliang., zhér meiyou liangr,

*It's not bright here' *There is no light here®',
2, Jian ‘'sharp’ Jianr ‘point’

zhe gqingbi hen jign. zhe gignbi meiyou Jjignr,

ERIC




L ks et e TR W e i
L ety 2t e

Tiee 5

This pencil 1s very sharp’. ‘This pencil has no point’.,

v v
3. Yuan ‘'far’ yuanr °‘'long distance’
\ v < ) I v
nar hen yuan. nl raole yuanr,
*It's very far there’, 'You took a long way"”,

Not only does the retroflexed suffix =p serve as a noun ending
and a pronoun ending as in ggég 'hére' and éé; *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 1its

suffix =r, The examples can be given as follows:

1. Verb:3
géﬁg ‘to walt' déﬁgdengr
géég ‘to lie down' taﬁgtangr
;lég '*to wake up’ xfhgxingr

2, Adjective:

R

2There are certaln stem-words can simply be added by the re-
troflexed suffix =-r without a repetition of themselves., For instance:
the verb wan 'to play'~~ wanr as a noncontrastive allomorph of wén;
the adjective yldingdidin 'a little'~~ yidingdidnr; and the adverd
yYIkudl 'together’ , ~ ylkuair and so on.,

3There 1s a noncontrastive variant of such verbs which is forme
ed by inserting a morpheme yl between the reduplicative structure,
as 1in,

v - v v - W v e
dengyidenzr tangyltangr xingylxingr

ERIC
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gao ‘nigh, lofty’ gaogaorde
bd 'thin'  boborde

difang ‘generous, dignified’ dkdafihgfangrde

;ééggi *sincere, honest' 1561aosh{;h1rde
3. Adverb:

héé ‘good, well’ gEBhaorde

man ‘slow’  minmanrde

f—

qing °'soft, not loud’ g{hggingrde

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

*child* dr *Son' and téa 'head®' which are also commonly used as
| ! v ~

nominal suffixes. Since zl also has etymologically a meaning of

*child®, 1t often serves as an alternant of the suffix -r and

function as a noncontrasting variant, as in

.ggi ‘'means, method' = géé;

Kdur ‘button® = kouzi

fégguzhr 'restaurént' = fknguﬁa@g
However, since zi has no obligatory sense of diminution or of emo-
tional fondness as the suffix =r ususlly does, the two are not
completely interchangeableé; .for instance:

nur ‘daughter’ # m.;zi '‘woman, girl'

huar ‘flower® # huazil °'flower seed, beggar’

In sbme cases, they are in complementary distribution, as in

Suffix =r:
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ci ‘words, expression' v cf; (*¢izl)
xiaoshuo *story, novel' ~~ x1&0shuor (*xiaoshuozli )
Suffix =zi:
;éég 'deaf‘rvfléﬁgzi 'a deaf person' (*longr)
él *sun, day" ~~ ;ig; ‘day, a date' (*rir)

The interchangeability of the suffixes -r and =zl after cer=::
tain nominals 1s basically dialectal, but each case 1s dependent upon
thhe speech habits of the community. In ygeneral; the native speakers
of the Pelping dlalect seem to have a preference for the suffix =D,
whenever they feel such an ending is sultable for the nominal. where-
as the Mandarin speskers of non-Peiping sarsas tend to use suffix =zi
more. For instance, s Peiping speaker says, ;;é;éﬁ; ‘0ld man',
x;g‘/ohg/;r ‘small child’, béﬁr ‘notebook, volume®, x;n r 'apricot’'s
the Hnndarin speakers of non-Pelping dialects would say: 1aotouzi.
xigoggizl. benzi. and xinzi.

Interestingly enough, the retroflexed suffix ;g can also occur,
especially in the Peiping dialect, after any one o< the two other
suffixes =z} and =tou, forming two kinds of nominal suffix-clustér:
=zir ‘'seed, a sense of small 'wnit' and :ggg;‘with the meaningvof
'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:

l. Suffix cluster =zir:

Stem word:

Suffix cluster =-zir added:
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8 iéég *copper’ téggzir *copper coins’
] b, gua 'melon’ guazir ‘dried melon seeds'
; ¢. Ji ‘chicken’ | Jizir 'chicken egg'
2, Suffix cluster =tour:
% A. Noun=-stem word: Suffix cluster =tour added:
% 8. ﬁi; *sect, branch'’ gklteur *imposing behavior’
% be g;éﬁ ‘year’ | Vniiﬁtour "year, crop, harvest'
; . Ce ggﬁi ‘water’ shultour 'the water source’
é B. Verb=-stem word: Suffix cluster =-tour added:
a. Dal 'to buy' maitour '[It 1s] worth buying’
- b. kan 'to see, tc look kan tour '[It is| worth seeing
% | at’ or looking at'’
i c. chi 'to eat’ chitour '[?t 1{] worth eating*

- In conclusion, the retroflexed suffix =r is a characteristic
featire of Mandarin Cainese and is one of the nmost important affl-

- xational device$in Mandarin morphological processes, It serves, on
the ohe hand, to indlcate a semantic change from the stem word,

1 " and on the other hand, to change certain form classes into nominals,

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

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