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Justifying the dichotomy of questions in Jin Chinese and
a tentative implicational universal

Abstract

The dichotomy of confirmation-seeking (CS) polar questions versus information-seeking (IS)
constituent questions—based on the semantics of singleton sets versus non-singleton sets of
propositions—is instrumental in reassessing the typology of questions in several Sinitic
languages: Mandarin, Xiang, Southern Min, and Cantonese, as well as English and Paiwan
(Austronesian) and in discovering that Xiang has no CS questions, while Paiwan, and perhaps
also English, have only intonational CS questions. This study reexamines questions in Jin
Chinese, the only non-Mandarin Sinitic language in northern China, and demonstrates that the
CS versus IS dichotomy is more revealing than the previous distinctions. Jin clearly exhibits
the contrast between CS and IS questions, as well as the significant functional overlap between
polar questions and disjunctive questions. We propose that CS questions can evolve from
disjunctive IS questions, suggesting that IS questions are universal, but CS questions are not.
Consequently, a tentative implicational universal is proposed: languages that have CS questions
also have IS questions, but not conversely. The typological variation of questions is further
enriched by the fact that, in addition to morphosyntactic marking for CS questions, languages
also employ prosodic strategies; however, Jingle Jin does not.

Keywords
Jin Chinese, Jingle Jin, Polar question, Confirmation-seeking question, Information-seeking
question

1 Introduction

Conventionally, questions are categorized into three types based on the set of possible
answers: polar questions, disjunctive questions, and wh-questions (e.g., Huddleston 1994), as
illustrated in (1) with examples from English."

(1) a. Are you ready?
b. Is it a boy or a girl?
c. Whose hat is this? (Huddleston 1994: 416)

This three-way distinction is widely applied in Mandarin Chinese, as illustrated by Zhu
(1982: 202—204) and Huang et al. (2009, Ch. 7); see examples in (2).

(2)a. Ta jintian l&i  ma? Polar question
3SG today come Q
‘Will he come today?’

b. haishi type: Ta jintian lai  haishi mingtian 14i? Disjunctive question?

"'In the literature, the two terms ‘polar question’ and ‘yes-no question’ are often used interchangeably. In this
paper, we will adopt the term “polar question’, as there are in fact no exact counterparts for ‘yes’ and ‘no’ in Chinese;
the closest approximations, shi/bu shi and dui/bu dut, actually mean ‘right/wrong’ or ‘correct/incorrect’. So, the
typical way of responding to a polar question like Are you happy? is to say happy or not happy, while the optional
shi/bu shi and dui/bu dui responses are less common, as noted by an anonymous reviewer.

2 There are two basic types of disjunctive questions in Mandarin Chinese: one is formed by the conjunction hdishi
‘or’, while the other is formed by the juxtaposition of two opposite conjuncts, A and not-A, referred to as A-not-



3SG today come or  tomorrow come
‘Will he come today or tomorrow?’

b’. A-not-A type: Ta jintianlai  bu  lai?
3SG today come NEG come
‘Will he come today or not?’

c. Ta jintian zénme 14i? Wh-question
3SG today how come
‘How will he come today?’

Despite the prevalent three-way distinction, Dryer (2013) categorizes questions mainly
into two types—polar questions and content questions—from a typological perspective. The
former differs from the latter in that its expected answer is the equivalent of ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Under
this criterion, disjunctive questions behave more like polar questions than content questions.
For example, the sentence Will he come today or not? can be answered with ‘yes’ or ‘no’; in
contrast, a content question, which normally contains a wh-word, cannot. While there are no
exact counterparts for ‘yes’ or ‘no’ in Chinese, both polar and A-not-A questions, unlike Aaishi-
and wh-questions, invite a positive or negative response. For example, either /ai ‘come’ or bu
lai ‘not come’ can be the answer to the questions in (2a) and (2b’). Consequently, polar
questions and A-not-A (including VP-neg) disjunctive questions are grouped, leaving haishi-
disjunctive questions and wh-questions in a separate category (e.g., Fan 1982; Shao et al. 2010
for Mandarin Chinese; Shi 2023 for Jin Chinese).

However, this dichotomy is not accepted in other studies (e.g., Lu 1982; Tang 1984; Hsiao
and Her 2021; Her et al. 2022), which argue that polar questions form a distinct category
separate from disjunctive and wh-questions. Supporting evidence from semantics, syntax, and
pragmatics will be detailed in the subsequent sections. Hsiao and Her (2021) and Her et al.
(2022) further develop this view, focusing on Southern Min ([#Eg1%), Mandarin, and Xiang

(/1 1& ), redefining polar questions as confirmation-seeking (CS) questions. In contrast,

disjunctive and wh-questions require the addressee to fill in the information gap, thus defined
as information-seeking (IS) questions. Table 1 summarizes the different views discussed above.

Table 1. Question classification in Chinese.

Classification Question Type
Ternary Polar | Disjunctive | Wh
Binary-1 Polar A-not-A disjunctive | Haishi-disjunctive Wh
Binary-2 Polar | Disjunctive Wh

Based on the CS versus IS dichotomy, this study investigates questions in Jin Chinese (%

1&), the only non-Mandarin Sinitic language in northern China, primarily spoken in Shanxi

A questions. In addition to these two types, there is another special type called VP-neg questions, which are formed
with a declarative structure followed by negation to convey interrogative force. Interpretively, VP-neg questions
are like questions with ‘or not’ in English, as illustrated in (i), where put and méi are two negators in Mandarin.
(NI 1lai  pu/méi?

2SG come NEG

‘Will/Have you come or not?’
Simply speaking, pui is more connected to a non-past event while méi is associated with a past event (Li and
Thompson 1981; Tsai 2015). However, readers are encouraged to consult M. Li (1999), Lin (2003a), and Xiao &
McEnery (2008) for details regarding their differences in tense-aspect sensitivity. Readers are also recommended
to refer to Huang et al. (2009: Ch. 7) for the morphosyntactic features of A-not-A questions and VP-neg questions.



Province and the surrounding regions. To ensure the reliability of data, we will focus on the
Jingle dialect (dubbed Jingle Jin ##/1%1%) and provide a fine-grained analysis. Furthermore,
comparative analyses between Jin, Mandarin, and other unrelated languages will explore a
tentative implicational universal.

All data from Jingle Jin were constructed by one of the authors, a native speaker, and
verified by two other native speakers (one female and one male, both aged over 60). Data from
other branches of Jin and Mandarin are provided by native speakers unless otherwise cited. All
data were double-checked during consultation sessions.

This paper is structured as follows. Section 2 first reviews the CS versus IS dichotomy and
the formal diagnostics that justify this two-way distinction in Mandarin Chinese. Section 3
conducts a thorough investigation of the various types of questions in Jingle Jin. Section 4
adopts the CS versus IS diagnostics to Jin and justifies the dichotomy. Section 5 further
discusses the theoretical and typological issues involved, bringing in data from other languages
and proposing a tentative implicational universal that highlights the fundamental status of CS
in human languages. Section 6 consists of some closing remarks.

2 The CS versus IS dichotomy of questions

It is generally accepted that questions denote a set of propositions (Hamblin 1973;
Karttunen 1977; Kritka 2008; Roberts 2012; Bhatt and Dayal 2020). From a mathematical
perspective, the most straightforward taxonomy of sets within its topmost domain is singleton
sets versus non-singleton sets, as illustrated in (3).

(3) a. Singleton sets: {a}, {1}, {book}, ...
b. Non-singleton sets: {a, 1}, {a, book}, {a, 1, book}, ...

This implies that a two-way distinction approach is preferable to a three-way distinction
approach. However, the dichotomy of Chinese questions proposed by Fan (1982), Lu (1982),
Tang (1984), Shao et al. (2010), and Shi (2023) does not align with this logical foundation, and
thus, their classification criteria are inconsistent. Let us now illustrate the logic behind the CS
versus IS dichotomy using straightforward formal semantic tools.

2.1 A formal semantic dichotomy of questions

Bhatt and Dayal (2020) specifically advocate for a formal distinction between polar
questions and wh-questions, arguing that polar questions denote singleton propositional sets,
while wh-questions denote non-singleton propositional sets, as illustrated in (4).

(4) a. polar question
[did John leave] = Ap.[p = "John left] = {John left}
b. wh-question
[who left] = Ap.3x[person(x) A p = "x left] = {John left, Sue left, Kostas left, . . .}
(In Bhatt and Dayal 2020: 1124)

Building on a similar formal semantic framework, Hsiao and Her (2021: 256) explicitly
develop a semantic representation of disjunctive questions, as shown in (5), which illustrates
two proposition choices.

(5) a. Did John stay or leave?
b. [did John leave or stay]] = Ap.[p = "John left V p = "John stayed] = {John left, John stayed}



In addition to these three types of questions, Chinese also features VP-neg questions,
whose classification remains a subject of debate in the literature (Xu 1999; Huang et al. 2009).
Her et al. (2022) demonstrate that VP-neg questions exhibit properties different from polar
questions and behave like disjunctive questions in denoting a non-singleton set of two
propositions, as illustrated in (6).

(6) a. Lisi kaixin bu?
Lisi happy NEG
‘Is Lisi happy or not?’
b. [Is List happy or not]] = Ap.[p = "Lisi is happy V p = "—Lisi is happy] =
{Lisi is happy, Lisi is not happy}

Such a formal account precisely categorizes Mandarin questions into two groups: polar
questions and all other questions, which are referred to as ‘constituent questions’ somewhere
in this paper.’ The former denotes a singleton proposition set, while the latter denotes a non-
singleton proposition set. This account not only precisely matches the basic logic of taxonomy
from a semantic perspective but also implies certain pragmatic effects. Specifically, since polar
questions denote a singleton proposition set, the expected answer is to either confirm or
disconfirm the proposition, in other words, to seek confirmation. In contrast, disjunctive
questions (including VP-neg questions) and wh-questions all denote non-singleton proposition
sets; accordingly, the expected answer is not to (dis)confirm but to choose the proposition or
fill the information gap. This leads to the dichotomy in Hsiao and Her (2021) and Her et al.
(2022), as in Table 2. Examples in (7) illustrate a CS polar question and an IS disjunctive
question in Mandarin.

Table 2. Question taxonomy in Her et al. (2022).

Pragmatic function Confirmation-seeking Information-seeking
Semantic denotation SIS 158 @ity Sl 15
(one proposition) (two or more propositions)
. . Constituent questions
Question form Polar questions Disjunctive questions  Wh-questions
(7) a. Lisi kuaile ma? b. Lisi kuaile bu?
Lisi happy Q Lisi happy NEG
‘Is Lisi happy?’ ‘Is Lisi happy or not?’

As pointed out by one anonymous reviewer, a natural response to the two questions in (7)
should be either kuaile ‘happy’ or bu kuaile ‘not happy’. This is indeed the case. However, this
similarity does not mean the VP-neg questions are polar questions. Crucially, since a CS
question requires an evaluation of the truth value of the proposition ‘Lisi is happy’, another
possible answer to (7a) can be either dui ‘correct’ or bu dui ‘not correct’, indicating
(dis)confirmation. In contrast, (7b) is an IS question; thus, an answer with either dui or bu dui

3 The term ‘constituent questions’ is used simply because these questions all seek information specifically targeted
by interrogative constituents. This term is used in several previous works, e.g., Huang et al. (2009); Her et al.
(2022). Under the dichotomy of questions, CS questions are called ‘constituent questions’. In disjunctive questions,
the alternative conjuncts function as the interrogative constituent, while in wh-questions, the wh-words (e.g.,
whether, what, how in English) act as such constituents. A key difference between constituent questions and polar
questions in Mandarin is that the former can optionally take the sentence-final particle (SFP) ne, while the latter
cannot. This will be discussed in Section 2.



is strongly rejected. Instead, the interlocutor is expected to choose between the two propositions:
‘Lisi is happy’ and ‘Lisi is not happy’.

2.2 Diagnostics supporting the CS versus IS dichotomy
We will now review some key diagnostics that distinguish CS and IS questions put forth
in Hsiao and Her (2021) and Her et al. (2022), before applying them to Jin.

2.2.1 The ma versus ne distinction

One key distinction between CS and IS questions, as many scholars have noted, e.g., Tang
(1981, 1984) and Lu (1982), is that polar questions in Mandarin require the question SFP (Q-
particle) ma, not the non-question SFP ne. Disjunctive and wh-questions are exactly the
opposite and can be optionally followed by the SFP ne only. See the examples in (8).

(8) a. CS question
Ta jintian lai. Declarative
3SG today come
‘He will come today.’

Ta jintianlai  ma/*ne?* Polar question
3SG today come Q  SFP
‘Will he come today?’

b. IS question
Ta jintian lai  hdaishi mingtian 141  (ne/*ma)? Haishi-disjunctive question
3SG today come or  tomorrow come SFP Q
‘Will he come today or tomorrow?’

Ta jintianldi bu 141 (ne/*ma)? A-not-A disjunctive question
3SG today come NEG come SFP Q
‘Will he come today or not?’

Ta jintian lai {bu (*ne/*ma)/méi (ne/*ma)}?  VP-neg disjunctive question
3SG today come NEG SFP Q NEG SFP Q
‘Will/Did he come today or not?’

Ta jintian zénme ldi  (ne/*ma)? Wh-question
3SG today how come SFP Q
‘How will he come today?’

The CS question in (8a) becomes declarative after removing ma, while omitting ne does
not change the IS question’s status. This indicates that ma serves as the primary question marker
for interrogative force, whereas ne does not. Ne can optionally attach to either a question or a

4 Both ma and ne are sentence-final particles (SFPs) in Mandarin Chinese; however, only ma serves as a question
particle, turning a declarative clause into a question. To highlight this function of ma, ma is glossed as Q, while ne
is simply glossed as SFP in this paper. Additionally, an anonymous reviewer pointed out that a declarative clause
can take the SFP ne (meaning ‘actually’), probably for emphasis, as in (i). This is indeed the case, but note that ne
does not convert a declarative clause into a question; that’s why the sentence containing ne in (8a) is not
grammatical as a question (marked with *).
(i) Lisi hén ydugqian ne.
Lisi very rich  SFP
‘Lisi is actually very rich.’



declarative clause without changing the clause type. It should be highlighted that VP-neg
questions formed by the negator hu are incompatible with ne, which appears to challenge our
claim that VP-neg questions are IS questions, as noted by an anonymous reviewer. However,
this does not form a counterexample, as, first, ma is also not allowed to attach to VP-bu
questions; second, VP-neg questions formed by méi do not display this divergence (contra
Huang et al. 2009: 258). As for why VP-bu questions are incompatible with ne, we simply
assume that the negator bz is undergoing grammaticalization into an SFP in Chinese.
Supporting evidence comes from phonology: The fourth citation tone of bz changes to a neutral
tone in VP-bu questions; however, this tone change does not occur for méi in VP-méi questions.
This, however, awaits careful investigation in a separate study. In what follows, further
diagnostics will demonstrate that VP-bu questions indeed behave like an IS question.

2.2.2 Recoverability

Another test related to particle ma and ne is the fragment question test for information
recoverability, introduced in Her et al. (2022). We refine it as follows: when licensed by
discourse or shared world knowledge, certain constituents can be omitted, allowing the question
to be replaced by a fragment with either ma or ne, depending on the interpretation of the
question, as exemplified in (9).

Scenario: Wangwu knew that Lugi and another friend would come on the day the interlocution
took place. After Lisi’s statement (9a), Wangwu asked as in (9b) or (9c).

(9) a. Lisi: Ta jimtian lai.
3SG today come
‘He will come today.’

b. Wangwu: Luqi =~ ma? c. Wangwu: Luqi ~ ne?
Luqi Q Luqi SFP
‘Will Luqi come?’ ‘How about Luqi?’

As shown in the English translations of (9b) and (9¢), the ma fragment question can only
be traced back to a CS question, while the ne fragment question triggers a constituent question
reading.

2.2.3 The ndandao and daodi divergence

The third diagnostic concerns adverbial compatibility in CS and IS questions. It has been
observed that in Mandarin, ndnddo ‘do you really mean to say’ is used in polar questions, and
that daodi or jiujing ‘after all’ appears in disjunctive and wh-questions, as also noted by Lu
(1982), Tang (1984), Huang et al. (2009), and B. Xu (2012). Specifically, nandao is exclusive
to CS questions, while daodi-type adverbials are limited to IS questions, as illustrated in (10).

(10) a. CS question
Ta nandao /*daodi jintianlai  ma? Polar question
3SG actually  after.all today come Q
‘(Do you really mean to say that?) Will he come today?’

b. IS question
Ta *nandao /daodi jintianlai  haishi mingtian [4i?
3SG actually after.all today come or  tomorrow come

5 While it is hard to provide an accurate English translation of ndnddo, we follow Huang et al. (2009) in translating
it as ‘do you really mean to say’, which is a common translation. But for simplicity, we use ‘actually’ in the gloss.



‘Will he, after all, come today or tomorrow?’ Haishi-disjunctive question

Ta *ndndao /daodi jmtianlai bu 1ai?
3SG actually after.all today come NEG come
‘Will he, after all, come today or not?’ A-not-A disjunctive question

Ta *ndndao /daodi jmtianlai bu/méi?
3SG actually after.all today come NEG
‘Will he, after all, come today or not?’ VP-neg disjunctive question

Ta *ndndao /daodi jmtian zénme 14i?
3SG actually after.all today how come
‘How will he come today, after all?’ Wh-question

The restriction on the appearance of adverbials stems from the semantic distinctions
between CS and IS questions. IS questions define a non-singleton proposition set, prompting
the speaker to seek a specific proposition, aligning well with daodi-type adverbs. A potential
explanation for this compatibility is that daodi literally means ‘to reach the bottom’, thus
indicating at least two places as the options (i.e., the surface and the bottom) and possibly
more places in between to choose from. Thus, metaphorically, daodi is compatible with IS
questions, which involve two or more propositions.

Conversely, in CS questions, the speaker holds low belief regarding the sole proposition,
allowing for compatibility with nandao-type adverbials. Specifically, nandao likely triggers the
speaker’s belief and is considered a bias word indicating disbelief of the proposition (B. Xu
2018: 448-457), thus compatible with the confirmation-seeking dynamic (see also Tang 1984:
401). Similar belief-triggering adverbials like zhénde ‘really’ and yijiu ‘still’ are also suited
only to CS questions, not IS questions, as in (11).

(11) a. CS question
Ta zhénde/yijiu jintianldi  ma? Polar question
3SGreally still today come Q
‘Will he really/still come today?’

b. IS question
Ta *zhénde/ *yijiu jintian lai  haishi mingtian 14i?
3SG really still today come or  tomorrow come
Intended: ‘Will he really/still come today or tomorrow?’ Haishi-disjunctive question

Ta *zhénde/ *yijiu jmtianlai  bu  1ai?
3SG really still today come NEG come
Intended: ‘Will he really/still come today or not?’ A-not-A disjunctive question

Ta *zhénde/ *yijiu jmtianlai  bu/méi?
3SG really still today come NEG
Intended: ‘Will he really/still come today or not?’ VP-neg disjunctive question

Ta *zhénde / *yijiu jintian zénme 14i?
3SG really still today how come
Intended: ‘How will he really/still come today?’ Wh-question



In essence, we contend that the mechanism behind this adverbial constraint is that CS
questions reflect certain degrees of belief about the proposition, whereas IS questions do not.

2.2.4 Embeddability constraint

Another syntactic test mentioned in Hsiao and Her (2021) is embeddability. Previous
studies (e.g., Li and Thompson 1981; Huang et al. 2009) have reported that polar questions can
only act as matrix questions, while questions such as disjunctive questions can be embedded.
In Hsiao and Her (2021), they further claim that CS questions only act as matrix questions,
whereas IS questions can be embedded as indirect questions, as illustrated in (12-13).

(12) CS question
*Lisi zhidao [gpta jintian l&i  ma]. Embedded polar question
Lisi know 3SG today come Q
Intended: ‘Lisi knew whether he would come or not.’

(13) IS question
a. Lisi zhidao [t  jintian 141  hdishi mingtian 1ai]. Embedded Adishi-question
Lisi know 3SG today come or tomorrow come
‘Lisi knew whether he would come today or tomorrow.’

b. Lisi zhidao [ta  jintian lai  bu  1ai]. Embedded A-not-A question
Lisi know 3SG today come NEG come
‘Lisi knew whether he would come today or not.’

c. Lisi zhidao [td  jintidn ldi ~ méi/?bu].® Embedded VP-neg question
Lisi know 3SG today come NEG
‘Lisi knew whether he {came / would come} today or not.’

d. Lisi zhidao [ta  jintian zénme l4i]. Embedded wh-question
Lisi know 3SG today how come
‘Lisi knew how he would come today.’

The embeddability contrast in (12-13) strongly indicates that Mandarin polar questions
(CS questions) are distinct from disjunctive and wh-questions, which are identified as IS
questions. The embeddability restriction of polar questions is also observed in unrelated
languages. For example, Arkadiev (2020) reports that the polar interrogative suffix -ma in
Abaza, a Northwest Caucasian language, appears only in matrix clauses, not in embedded
clauses, providing typological support for the validity of this embeddability constraint test.

Table 3 summarizes the diagnostics introduced so far, clearly illustrating the semantic and
syntactic differences between CS and IS.

Table 3. Diagnostics of CS versus IS.

Disjunctive question

Polar question |, vihi A-not-A  VP-neg

Wh-question

Proposition set defined 1 -1 -1
Answer with dui N o "
‘correct’

® The acceptability of whether a VP-bu question can be embedded is marginal. Again, we contend that this is
because bu in VP-bu questions is undergoing grammaticalization into an SFP. This does not pose a challenge to
analysing VP-neg questions as IS questions, as demonstrated by other tests.



ma or ne attachment ma ne ne
Fragment question
o ma ne ne

recoverability
Belief triggers L < .
(ndnddo, diod) nandado daodi daodi
Embeddability x \ v
Classification CS questions IS questions

3 Question construction in Jin Chinese

This section introduces question construction in Jin Chinese by examining how questions
are formed using the data from Jingle Jin. Apart from wh-questions and disjunctive questions,
six morphemes and one designated form are directly related to question construal (see Table 4).
The morphemes ansi, an, and va are used to form polar questions, while the negator mala and
pa construct VP-neg questions. Additionally, /5 is used for fragment questions. A designated
form with two monosyllabic adjective antonyms creates a disjunctive question. A-not-A
questions are absent in Jingle Jin.

Table 4. Question morphemes/forms in Jingle.
Morphemes ansi, an, va, mala (ma), pa, lo”
Designated form AB (ty-giau, khuan-tsa...)®

3.1 Question strategies in Jingle Jin

Note also that, like many languages that use prosody for polar questions, some Jin branches
also employ this strategy.’ On the contrary, Jingle Jin demonstrates a different pattern: prosody
does not convert declarative sentences into polar questions. Instead, the only strategy employed
is Q-particles, which will be discussed below.

Before providing a detailed description, we will briefly discuss the tense in Jin Chinese,
which will be clearly illustrated in the data presented in this paper. A significant analysis
advocated by Lin (2003b; 2006; 2010) is that Chinese is a syntactically tenseless language;
however, this analysis seems to hold true only for Mandarin Chinese. Jin Chinese, on the other
hand, displays a different pattern, as it possesses morphemes designated for tense marking that
have been overlooked in formal linguistics. Xing (2006; 2020) and Shi (2011; 2023) conducted
detailed investigations of tense marking in Jin within the framework of traditional Chinese
grammar. In Z. Li (2024), the tense morphemes are analyzed as occupying the T(ense) position
in the syntactic structure. Consider the Jingle Jin sentences in (14).

(14) a. Lisi nianfu *(lai) b. Lisi phaupu to  *(19). c. Lisi tsy  *(id).
Lisi study  PST Lisi jog PROG PRE Lisi leave FUT
‘Lisi studied.’ ‘Lisi is jogging.’ ‘Lisi will leave.’

7 Since Jingle Jin is not a well-documented or well-studied dialect of Jin and does not have an official Chinese
character system, we are unable to provide the corresponding Chinese characters for these morphemes. The only
character we are confident about is that for pa, which is f5; all others remain unclear.

8 AB in this paper refers to pairs of adjective antonyms, such as fr-giau ‘big or small’, khuan-tsa ‘wide or narrow’.
% For example, Shi (2023: 337-338) noted that rising intonation (marked with 1) can turn a declarative sentence
into an exclamatory question in Datong Jin (X[E)351E), Shuozhou Jin (FHME1E), Jiexiu Jin (/1{K%1E), and
Xiangyuan Jin (Z2IH{%1E). Examples in (i), from Shi (2023: 338), illustrate this prosodic strategy in Jiexiu Jin,
where a sentence transforms into a question with rising intonation (i-a vs. i-b).

(i) a. Declarative b. Question with exclamation
N pa tseitoo. N pa tseitoo? 1
28G NEG know 28G NEG know
“You don’t know (that).’ ‘(Surprisingly) You don’t know, really?’

10



According to Z. Li (2024), lai, lo, and is» strictly mark past, present, and future
interpretations, respectively, as shown in (14). Importantly, these particles are neither verbal
nor adverbial elements; their presence is obligatory for a grammatical sentence, and their
removal renders the sentence incomplete. Z. Li, therefore, argues that these particles are tense
morphemes. Leaving the details aside, this paper follows Z. Li (2024) and simply assumes that
Jingle Jin possesses tense morphemes. Now, we investigate the question strategies in Jingle Jin.

ansi

Ansi 1s a Q-particle positioned at the sentence-final position, as illustrated in (15), where
ansi 1s attached to a declarative sentence, affirmatively in (15a) and negatively in (15b). Both
sentences convey an interrogative reading.

(15) a. Lisi min tsy 1o ansi?
Lisi tomorrow leave FUT Q
‘Will Lisi leave tomorrow?’

b. Lisi min po tsy  ansi?
Lisi tomorrow NEG leave Q
‘Will Lisi not leave tomorrow?’

Since the prosodic strategy does not contribute to forming polar questions, the
interrogative force in (15) is solely due to ansi. Additional evidence includes: (i) removing ansi
transforms the sentences in (15) into declarative forms; (ii) the presence of ansi can turn a wh-
question into a polar question, as shown in (16).

(16) a. Lisi mai-xa gie son lai?
Lisi buy-complete some what PST
‘What did Lisi buy?’
b. Lisi mai-xa cie son lai ansi?
Lisi buy-complete some what PST Q
‘Did Lisi buy something?’

The sentence containing the wh-object say ‘what’ in (16a) is a wh-question; but inserting
ansi eliminates the wh-reading of say, replacing it with an indefinite interpretation (16b).!°
However, the whole sentence conveys a polar question reading, strongly suggesting that ansi
contributes to this interrogative reading.

Another important point is that ansi implies some degree of the speaker’s prior belief about
the proposition in question. For instance, in (16a), the sentence is used when the speaker holds
some belief that Lisi may leave the next day and seeks to (dis)confirm this with the addressee.
In other words, an ansi-question conveys a slight bias, which aligns it with Mandarin ma-
questions, though the bias in the latter is probably even less (e.g., Chao 1968: 800; Tang 1984;
Yuan 1993).

an

19 For details on the licensing of wh-indefinites in Chinese questions, see A. Li (1992), Tsai (1994), Lin (1998).
Put simply, a wh-phrase can get an indefinite or existential reading when it falls within the scope of Q-particles.

11



An is another typical Q-particle. Like ansi, an can attach to a declarative sentence, either
affirmative or negative, to construct a polar question, as illustrated in (17).!!

(17) a. Tha nianfu ko lai an?
3SG study go PST Q
‘Did she go to study?’

b.Ni po tsai teia an?
2SG NEG exist home Q
‘Are you not at home?’

Removing an changes questions into declarative sentences, suggesting that an itself
encodes an interrogative feature, like ansi. While an can also attach to a wh-question, it differs
from ansi and Mandarin ma by echoing and confirming the question content itself without
seeking the wh information. For example, an in (18) follows a wh-question, showing the speaker
seeks to confirm whether the addressee asked the question, rather than asking the addressee to
answer it (see the English translation). We refer to this as the echo function of an, further
supporting its contribution to the polar question reading.'?

(18) Lisi mai-xa cie son lai an?
Lisi buy-complete some what PST Q
‘Is that the case that you asked what Lisi bought?’

Like ansi, the use of an implies a degree of belief about the proposition in question;
otherwise, its use is infelicitous. For instance, in (18a), the sentence can only be uttered if the
speaker holds some belief that the person went to study before the conversation and seeks to
(dis)confirm this with the addressee. However, compared to an ansi-question, an an-question
conveys a higher degree of belief or a stronger bias toward the proposition.

va
Another common Q-particle in Jingle Jin is va. Like ansi and an, it follows a declarative
sentence, either affirmative or negative, to form a polar question, as shown in (19).

(19) a. Tha nianfuko lai  va?
3SG study go PST Q
‘Did she go to study?’

b.Ni po tsai teia va?
2SG NEG exist home Q

! There seems to be a historical relationship among an, ansi, and the conjunction xansi ‘or’, which will be detailed
in Section 5.
12 To the best of our knowledge, the echo function of an is not implemented as one of its semantic-syntactic features.
Instead, this echo function is derived by deleting the matrix clause that contains an, leaving a truncated construction
formed with the embedded clause and an. This analysis is supported by the fact that echo an can only apply to IS
questions rather than CS questions, as CS questions cannot be embedded. The example in (i) illustrates the original
form of the an-question in its echo use.
()ni fo si  [Lisi mai-xa gie  soy lai] an?

2SG say COMP Lisi buy-complete some what PSTQ

“You said that what Lisi bought, didn’t you?’.
The echo an-question is derived by deleting the matrix part ni f5 si in (i). As for why and how this deletion occurs,
those topics are beyond the scope of this paper. We will set them aside.
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‘Are you not at home?’

If va is dropped, both sentences in (19) will assume a declarative reading. For example, in
(19a), the sentence will change to the one in (20), which can only be interpreted as declarative,
and the prosody does not support forming a question.

(20) Tha nianfu ko lai.
3SG study go PST
‘She went to study.’

Like ansi, va can be added to a wh-question, yielding a wh-indefinite reading, as shown
by the English translation in (21), demonstrating that va itself encodes interrogative force.
However, va lacks an echo function, unlike an.

(21) Ni  tiu-lau son topei lai va?
2SG lose-PERF what thing PST Q
‘Did you lose something?’

Compared to ansi and an, va triggers the strongest bias, indicating the highest degree of
the speaker’s prior belief toward the proposition. Three contrastive scenarios are provided
below to illustrate their differences in the degrees of belief or bias they encode.

Scenario 1: Lisi knows his neighbor Luqi is home, having seen him come home just minutes
ago, Lisi calls Lugi on his mobile. Luqgi answers and Lisi asks:
(22) N1 tsaiteia lo  va/*an/*ansi?

2SG at home PRE Q

‘Are you now at home?’

In this scenario, only va should be used, as the speaker knows Lugqi is home, thus holding
a strong belief toward the proposition put forth.

Scenario 2: Lisi knows his neighbor Luqi went on a trip with his family but isn’t sure if he’s
back. Hearing some faint noise coming from Luqi’s house, Lisi calls Lugi. Luqi answers and
Lisi asks:
(23) N1 tsaiteia lo  an/??ansi/*va?

2SG at home PRE Q

‘Are you at home now?’

In scenario 2, an is the best candidate due to weak evidence of Luqi being home. Ansi,
however, is appropriate only when the speaker is merely guessing the truth of the proposition,
as illustrated in Scenario 3.

Scenario 3: Lisi knew his friend Luqgi was leaving town. Although unsure if Luqi has left, Lisi
thinks it’s slightly more likely that Luqi has. Lisi calls Luqi. Luqi answers and Lisi asks:
(24)Ni tsy lei ansi/*an/*va?'?

2SG leave PRF Q

‘Have you left?’

13 Ansi is somewhat similar to Mandarin ma, while va aligns closely with Mandarin ba. However, important
differences exist that are not explored in this paper.
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Overall, the linguistic facts indicate that ansi, an, and va are Q-particles in Jingle Jin. Both
ansi and va can license a wh-indefinite reading while maintaining a polar interrogative meaning.
In contrast, an cannot license a wh-indefinite reading but has an echo function, also maintaining
the polar interrogative meaning, which strengthens our claim that they are Q-particles. The
degree of the speaker’s prior belief triggered by them varies from higher to lower: va encodes
the highest degree of belief, an is in the middle, and ansi represents the lowest level.

Significantly, ansi, an and va are not negators in VP-neg and can freely co-occur with
negation within one clause domain. As demonstrated in (25), both pa and mala ‘not’ are
negation forms, and the entire question conveys a polar question reading.

(25) a. Lisi po/mala phaupu ansi/an/va?
Lisi NEG  jog Q
‘Does/did Lisi not jog?’

moala
Mbala is a negator used specifically in past contexts in Jingle Jin and can thus only appear
with past temporal adverbials, as shown in (26).

(26) Lisi ie [*tsoxui  /*min mola xuiteia.
Lisi yesterday currently  tomorrow NEG return.home
‘Lisi did not return home yesterday.’

Significantly, mala can be attached to the end of a declarative sentence, e.g., (27), to form
an interrogative sentence (28). Since Jingle Jin lacks prosodic strategies for questions, we must
determine whether the question in (28), triggered by mala, is polar or disjunctive.

(27) Lisi khan tian’in ko lai.
Lisi see movie go PST
‘Lisi went to see the movies.’

(28) Lisi khan tian’inp ko lai  mola?
Lisi see movie go PST NEG
‘Did Lisi go to see the movies or not?’

We argue that mala in (28) remains a negator, not a polar Q-particle, for two reasons. First,
genuine Q-particles like Standard Mandarin ma and Jingle an cannot be followed by another
SFP (29), but mala can, as shown in (30), indicating that the syntactic position of mala is lower
than the Q-particles ma/an.

(29) a. Standard Mandarin b. Jingle Jin
*Ni  fangjia le ma wa/me/a/ya? *Ni  fy-lau  teia  lei an mo/ia?
2SG have.holiday PRFQ SFP 2SG off-PERF holiday PRF Q SFP
(30) Jingle Jin

Lisi khan tian’in ko lai mola mo/ia?
Lisisee movie go PST NEG SFP
‘(After all), Did Lisi see the movies or not?’
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Second, Q-particles ma/va/an/ansi can attach to a negative sentence (31), but mala cannot
(32). Jin mala thus aligns with Standard Mandarin mei, Southern Min b6 and m (Hsiao and Her
2021: 275) and Cantonese mei6 in forming VP-neg questions (Y.H. Huang et al. 2025).

(31) a. Standard Mandarin

b. Jingle Jin
Lisi méiyou qu kan dianying ma? Lisi mola khan tian’in ko va/an?
Lisi NEG go see movie Q Lisi NEG see movie goQ
‘Did Lisi not go to see the movies?’

‘Did Lisi not go to see the movies?’
(32) *Lisi mola khan tian’in ko mola?

Lisi NEG see movie go NEG
‘Did Lisi not go to see the movies?’

In short, mala remains a negator, and VP-neg questions with mala are used exclusively in
neutral or unbiased contexts, in contrast to polar questions with ansi/an/va.

P2

In Jingle Jin, p2 ‘not’ is another negation form; unlike mala, which is restricted to past
contexts, pa is unaffected by tense, as shown in (33).

(33) Lisi itehian /tsoxui

/ixiu pa  tonptan.
Lisi past

/currently /future NEG work
‘Lisi did / does / will not work in the past / currently / in the future.’

The sentences can be marked with the past tense morpheme lai, the present tense
morpheme /2, or the future ia (34), to which pa can attach to form VP-neg questions (35).
(34) Lisi  tongtan lai  /lo  /ia.

Lisi work PST PRE FUT

‘Lisi worked/works/will work.’

(35) Lisi togtan lai  /lo /ia  pa?

Lisi work PST PRE FUT NEG
‘Did/Does/Will Lisi work?’

Thus, like mala, pa is not a polar Q-particle but a negative marker forming a VP-neg
construction, as shown by the incompatibility of a pa-question with another negation form like
mala/pa (36).

(36) a. *Lisi mola mai phiau pa? b. ??Lisi pa  kaueig lo  pa?
Lisi NEG buy ticket NEG

Lisi NEG happy PRE NEG
Intended: ‘Did Lisi not buy the ticket?’ Intended: ‘Is Lisi not happy?’
Also, like mala in VP-neg questions, CP-level SFPs, such as ma (conveying impatience
force) in (37), can freely follow pa.

(37) Lisi mai phiaulai ps ma?
Lisi buy ticket PST NEG SFP
‘(I am saying, after all) Did Lisi buy the ticket?’
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Overall, mala and pa attach to a declarative sentence to create VP-neg questions. It is
important to note that, unlike the Q-particles va, an, and ansi, the use of mala and pa in VP-neg
contexts is neutral/unbiased, with no prior belief about the proposition on the speaker’s part.'*

la

The particle /2 in Jingle Jin serves as a present tense marker (Z. Li 2024), its present tense
use has been exemplified previously in (34-35).'> Notably, it imparts an interrogative force
when /o combines with a nominal element, as shown in (38). The interrogative nuances vary by
speech contexts, as shown in the English translation in (38). Additionally, /> triggers a ‘what if’
interpretation when paired with an antecedent of a hypothetical conditional with its consequent
not spelled out, as in (39).

(38) Mama 12?
Mom PRE
‘Where is Mom?’ OR ‘How about Mom?’

(39) Tha iausips kola?
3SG if  NEG go PRE
‘What if he does not go?’

The fact that /> triggers an interrogative reading in Jingle Jin resembles the particle ne in
Standard Mandarin, which produces the same effect. It is important to note that /o itself is also
not a Q-particle; rather, it remains a present tense morpheme, as all questions containing it
convey a present reading. The questions in (38-39) are in fact fragments of disjunctive or wh-
questions, as shown by the need for wh-elements to reconstruct the complete question forms.
For instance, (38) can be reconstructed contextually as any one of the options in (40). If (39) is
reconstructed by no wh-elements, the outcome, however, becomes a declarative sentence (41).

(40) a. Mama tsai la 1a? b. Mama tsa to 15?7 c¢. Mama tsha to lo pa 187
Mom be where PRE Mom how PROGPRE Mom eat PROG PRE NEG PRE
‘Where is Mom?’ ‘How is Mom?’ ‘Is Mom eating or not?’

(41) Mama tsai teia lo.
Mom be home PRE
‘Mom is at home.’

4 An anonymous reviewer suggests that mala and po are tag-question particles. We thank the reviewer for the
comment. A tag-question can be either a polar question or a disjunctive question, e.g., dui ma and dui bu dui in (i-
a) and (i-b) respectively.

(i) a.ni chiniurou, dui ma? b.ni chiniurdou, dui bu dui? (i) ni chinfurdu bu?
2sG eat beef  right Q 238G eat beef right NEG right 238G eat beef NEG
“You eat beef, right?’ “You eat beef, right or not?’ ‘Do you eat beef?’

A VP-neg question in (ii) thus differs from a tag-question in (ia-b), which is formed by a polar question tag

or a disjunctive tag. In our account, since mala and pa are negators, they function as the ‘neg’ part in disjunctive
VP-neg questions. Therefore, we do not characterize these negators as tag-question particles. Another supporting
evidence is that the tag can be prosodically separated from the preceding clause, as marked by the comma in (i).
By contrast, no prosodic pause is allowed between the ‘neg’ part (i.e., bu) and the preceding part in (ii).
15 An anonymous reviewer asked whether Jingle /> is cognate with Mandarin /e (7). We suggest a negative answer.
While the two share similar pronunciation, they are entirely different morphemes. La clearly encodes a present
tense reading (Z. Li 2024) and does not bear any aspectual interpretations, such as perfective or perfect, like
Mandarin /e. Additionally, /e does not share the present tense use of /a, either. Since this topic is beyond the scope
of our paper, we will not delve into the details.
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Also, the question reconstruction from (39) requires a wh-phrase in the consequent;
otherwise, it fails, as shown in (42).

(42) a. Tha i1ausipo ko,tsa nau 10?7 vs. b.Tha iausipo  ko,ie ¢in lo.
3SG if NEG go how tackle PRE 3SG if NEG go also fine PRE
‘What if he does not go?’ ‘It is also fine if he does not go.’

The data suggest that the interrogative force, in fact, relies on the omitted wh-elements
instead of the present morpheme /o. Importantly, these fragment questions connect only to a
wh-force, not a polar question force, as illustrated by the reconstructions above. Thus, Jingle /o
in fragment questions, like Mandarin ne, can help distinguish IS from CS questions.

Adjectival antonyms
In Jingle Jin, there is a unique question type not found in Standard Mandarin, featuring
two antonymous adjectives as alternatives, as illustrated in (43).

(43) a. Tsei teiantsi isay ty eiau  lai?
this CL dress big small PST
‘Was this dress big or small?’

b. Tsei van mithay tshy tehi  i9?
this bowl congee sticky watery FUT
‘Will the congee be sticky or watery?’

Using (43a) as an example, this sentence asks whether the dress is big or small, not about
its specific size. The possible answers are limited to ‘big” or ‘small’, though further details
about the specific size can be added as an afterthought. Thus, the questions in (43) are
disjunctive ones. Notably, the adjectives must be monosyllabic and antonymous; otherwise, the
construction is illicit. This is shown in (44), where the monosyllabic #» ‘big” and kui ‘expensive’
are not antonyms (44a), and one of the antonyms, phian-i ‘cheap’, is disyllabic (44b).

(44) a. *Tsei teiantsi isan ty  kui lai? b. *Tsei teiantsi isary kui phian-i lai?
this CL dress big expensive PST this CL dress expensive cheap PST
‘Was this dress big or expensive?’ ‘Was this dress expensive or cheap?’

Antonymous adjectives that can form this type of disjunctive question include but are not
limited to, van-nin ‘soft-hard’, tshan-tuan ‘long-short’, khuan-tsa ‘wide-narrow’, iuan-tein ‘far-
near’, kau-tei ‘high-low’, xau-lai ‘good-bad’, say-tchian ‘deep-shallow’, tshr-gi ‘thick-thin’,
khuai-man ‘fast-slow’, tshi-tsau ‘late-early’. We will refer to this as AB antonym question.
Importantly, AB antonym questions are also unbiased.

Disjunctive questions

Unlike biased CS polar questions, disjunctive questions in Jingle Jin are unbiased and
formed simply with the interrogative conjunction xansi ‘or’ (45), which cannot be omitted.
(45)Ni  nianfu lai *(xansi) fa  lai?

28G study PST or play PST

‘Did you study or play?’

Wh-questions
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Wh-questions are also unbiased. Jingle Jin, like Standard Mandarin (Huang 1982; Tsai
1994), exhibits wh-in-situ, where all wh-questions are formed with in-situ wh-phrases. Table 5
lists frequently used wh-phrases in Jingle Jin, with examples in (46).

Table 5. Wh-pronominals in Jingle.

Wh-nominal fu ‘who’, sap ‘what’, la ‘which’
Wh-adjunct tsa ‘how’, veisan ‘why’, la ‘where’
(46) a. wh-nominal b. wh-adjunct
Ni khanteian fu  lai? Tha tsa tau eieciau ko lai?
2SG see who PST 3SG how arrive school go PST
‘Who did you see?’ ‘How did she go to school?’

3.2 Section summary

Eight strategies for forming questions in Jingle Jin were introduced. Three Q-particles—
ansi, an, and va—are primarily used for confirmation, reflecting the speaker’s prior beliefs
about the proposition in polar questions. In contrast, the negation forms mala and pa construct
VP-neg questions, prompting the addressee to fill an information gap without any prior belief
from the speaker. Additionally, Jingle Jin features two strategies: one uses the present
morpheme /o in fragment questions, which reconstructs disjunctive or wh-questions rather than
polar questions; and the other employs antonymous adjectives to form disjunctive questions,
which Standard Mandarin lacks. We also discussed xansi disjunctive questions and wh-
questions. It is important to note that all other questions, except those formed by ansi, an, and
va, are unbiased. Finally, we highlight that the prosodic strategy does not contribute to question
formation in Jingle Jin. Table 6 summarizes these strategies.

Table 6. Question formation in Jingle.

Question-formation Examples Prior belief
va High
Q-particle an Moderate

ansi Low
mala No
Negator o No
AB adjective antonym AB (e.g., tr-ciau ‘big or small’) No
Present morpheme la No
Alternative conjunction xansi ‘or’ No
Wh-pronominal e.g., say ‘what’, tsa ‘how’ No

4 A dichotomy of questions in Jin Chinese

Shi (2023: 352) grouped Jin VP-neg questions with polar questions, primarily because
polar questions historically originated from VP-neg questions in Chinese (Ota Tatsuo 1958;
Wang 1980; Lii 1982). A systematic test of the semantic and syntactic behaviors of VP-neg
questions reveals that Shi’s classification is inappropriate. This section tests all questions
formed using the strategies discussed in Section 3 by applying the diagnostics (repeated in Table
7) outlined in Section 2.2 to reclassify the questions in Jingle Jin. The testing results indicate
that the CS versus IS dichotomy appears plausible. Furthermore, we argue that the pragmatic
function, specifically the speaker’s prior belief about the proposition in question, plays a vital
role in differentiating CS questions from IS questions, a crucial aspect not developed in Hsiao
and Her (2021) and Her et al. (2022).
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Table 7. Diagnostics of CS versus IS.
| Polar question | Disjunctive question Wh-question

Proposition set defined 1 -1 -1
Answer with dui ‘correct’ | \ | X X
ma or ne attachment ma ne ne
Fragment question
recoverability ‘ ma ‘ ne ne
522225}%1%?20 nandao daodi daodi
Embeddability | x | v v
Classification CS questions IS questions

4.1 CS versus IS dichotomy in Jingle Jin

Before proceeding, two points need clarification. First, while Jingle Jin lacks a direct
counterpart for the Standard Mandarin adverb ndndao ‘do you really mean to say’, we can
substitute it with tsanky ‘really’, as both relate to the speaker’s prior belief discussed in Section
2. Second, /2 serves as the counterpart of the Standard Mandarin particle ne in Jingle Jin, and
ansi closely aligns with Standard Mandarin ma. Therefore, we will apply the recoverability test
using /2 and ansi.

We will provide only the relevant examples and present the testing results directly, with
detailed test examples in the supplementary materials.

Particle questions as CS polar questions
Let us first test polar questions formed by Q-particles ansi, an, and va (48), followed by a
summary of the results in Table 8 (see Supplementary Materials 1 for the testing details).

(47)Ni  mai fu lai ansi/an/va?
2SG buy book PST Q

‘Did you buy the book?’
Table 8. Test with polar questions.
Diagnostics ansi question  an question  va question
Proposition set defined 1 1 1
Answer with dui ‘correct’ v v v
ma or ne/la attachment n.a. n.a. n.a.
Fragment question recoverability ansi ansi ansi
Belief triggers
(tsankyr ‘really’, tai?ei ‘after all”) e e e
Embeddability X X X
Classification CS questions  CS questions CS questions

VP-neg questions as IS constituent questions

Sentences (48) and (49) illustrate VP-neg questions formed with mala and pa, respectively,
with diagnostic results in Table 9 indicating that VP-neg questions are IS questions, not CS
questions (see Supplementary Materials 2 for the testing details).

(48) Lisi khan tian’ip  lai  mola?

Lisi see movie PST NEG
‘Did Lisi see the movies or not?’
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(49) Lisi  khan tian’inp lai = pa?
Lisi see movie PST NEG
‘Did Lisi see the movies or not?’

Table 9. Test with VP-neg questions.

Diagnostics
Proposition set defined
Answer with dui ‘correct’
ma or ne/la attachment
Fragment question recoverability
Belief triggers (tsonkyr ‘really’, tautei ‘after all’)

Embeddability
Classification

mala question
-1
X
lo
IF)
tautei

\/

IS questions

P2 question
-1
X
lo
IF)
tautei

\/

IS questions

Disjunctive questions as IS constituent questions

Disjunctive questions formed with AB antonyms and the conjunction xansi ‘or’ are
illustrated in (50 = 43b) and (51). Table 10 presents the diagnostic results (see Supplementary

Materials 3 & 4 for the testing details).

(50) Tsei van mithan tshy  tehi  19?
this bowl congee sticky watery FUT
‘Will the congee be sticky or watery?’

(51) Ni nianfu lai xansi fa  lai?
2SGread PSTor  play PST
‘Did you study or play?’

Table 10. Test with disjunctive questions.

Diagnostics
Proposition set defined
Answer with dui ‘correct’
ma or ne/la attachment
Fragment question recoverability
Belief triggers (tsanky ‘really’, tautei ‘after all’)

Embeddability
Classification

AB Antonyms
-1
X
IE)
IF)
tautei

\/

IS questions

xansi
-1
X
7}
lo
tautei

\/

IS questions

Wh-questions as IS constituent questions

The wh-question in (52 = 46b) has test results summarized in Table 11 (see Supplementary

Materials 5 for the testing details).

(52) wh-adjunct question
Tha tsa tau  eieciau ko lai?
3SG how arrive school go PST
‘How did she go to school?’

Table 11. Test with wh-questions.

Diagnostics
Proposition set defined
Answer with dui ‘correct’

20

Wh-question

-1

X



ma or ne/lo attachment I

Fragment question recoverability IF)
Belief triggers (tsanky ‘really’, tautei ‘after all’) tautei
Embeddability \
Classification IS questions

Based on the test results above, Table 12 presents a comprehensive summary of all eight
question types discussed. An interesting pattern emerges: ansi-, an-, and va-questions are CS
questions, while all others fall in the IS question camp.

Table 12. Test with all questions.

Questions Polar VP-neg Disjunctive Wh
Diagnostics ansi an va mala  pa antonyms xansi wh
Propositions 1 1 1 -1 -1 -1 -1 -1
Answer with dui N N N y o o y o
‘correct’
ma or ne/la n.a. n.a. n.a. IF) IE] IE] IF) IE]
Recoverability ansi ansi ansi IE] IE] IE] IE] IE]
tsankx' ‘r Ly V,s " tsonky tsanky tsonky | tautei tautei tautei tautei tautei
tautei ‘after all
Embeddability X x x N N N \ V
Classification CS CS CS IS IS IS IS IS

4.2 Interim summary

The taxonomy proposed by Hsiao and Her (2021) and Her et al. (2022) more effectively
accounts for question classification in Jingle Jin. Importantly, under this new framework,
questions within the same category share similar semantic and syntactic properties, enhancing
the reliability of the CS vs. IS distinction.

In addition, Xing (2006) and Shi (2023) claim that Jin lacks polar questions like the
Standard Mandarin ma-question. However, based on our investigation, this conclusion may
need reconsideration and revision. In fact, ansi-, an-, and va-questions can be classified as
typical polar questions, answerable with ‘yes’ or ‘no’ (or dui ‘right’ and bu dui ‘not right’).
Therefore, we propose a new question taxonomy for Jin, presented in Table 13.16

Table 13. New question taxonomy in Jin.

CS questions IS questions
Polar question Disjunctive questions Wh-questions
an-si an va xansi ‘or’ AB antonyms  VP-neg wh

Furthermore, we found that, unlike unbiased IS questions, CS questions in Jingle Jin are
biased, indicating that the speaker’s prior belief about the proposition is crucial for classification,
which will be discussed in Section 5.

5 Discussions of theoretical issues and implications

16 VP-neg questions are often mistakenly grouped with polar questions (Yuan 1993; Zhang 1997). However, their
divergence in syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic aspects, as tested in this paper, contradicts this classification.
Hsiao and Her (2021), building on Hsieh (2001) and R. H. Huang (2008), consider VP-neg to be a deletion form
of the A-not-A question. If this is the case, VP-neg questions can be viewed as a type of disjunctive question (also
see Huang et al. 2009).
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This section addresses several theoretical issues arising from the investigation of questions
in Jin Chinese. We first argue that polar questions can evolve from IS questions, but the reverse
evolution is not found in Jin. Furthermore, we propose a tentative implicational universal and
a typological pattern of questions in human language, showing that IS questions are more
fundamental than CS questions. We conclude by updating the diagnostics for distinguishing
between CS and IS questions, emphasizing speaker bias in this distinction.

5.1 A tentative implicational universal of questions
This subsection will present a step-by-step argument to develop a tentative implicational
universal of questions, as stated in (53).

(53) Languages that have CS questions also have IS questions, but not conversely.

5.1.1 The functional overlap between polar and disjunctive questions

As previously pointed out, a polar question semantically defines a singleton proposition
set, while a disjunctive question denotes a non-singleton proposition set, as illustrated in (54).
Nevertheless, it has also been noted that there is an overlap between the pragmatic functions of
polar questions (as CS questions) and disjunctive questions (as IS questions) in Mandarin. Both
can prompt the addressee to indicate whether the proposition in question is true or false (Gasde
2004: 295; Her et al. 2022).

(54)a.Lisilai  ma? b.Lisilai  bu 14i?
Lisi come Q Lisi come NEG come
‘Will Lisi come?’ ‘Will Lisi come or not come?’
Singleton: {Lisi will come} Non-singleton: {Lisi will come; Lisi will not come}

This functional overlap is even clearer when comparing Jin and Mandarin. Since polar
questions in Jingle Jin all encode a certain degree of prior bias, they differ somewhat from
Mandarin ma-questions, which, although they have a very slight bias toward positivity, are
largely neutral. Thus, a closer translation of a Mandarin ma-Q is not any of the polar questions
in Jin; rather, an entirely neutral VP-neg question in Jin would be more appropriate (also see
Shi 2023). Indeed, we asked 10 native speakers of Jingle Jin to translate the Mandarin polar
question in (55a) into Jingle Jin, and all responses were rendered as VP-neg questions (55b)
with quick reaction times, with no exceptions.!” This, therefore, indicates some functional
overlap between polar questions and VP-neg questions.

(55) a. Standard Mandarin b. Jingle Jin
Ni zai jia ma? Ni tsaiteia lo po?
2SG at home Q 2SG at home PRE NEG
‘Are you at home?’ ‘Are you at home or not?’

Notably, this functional overlap between polar questions and disjunctive questions is not
limited to Chinese; it has also been observed in unrelated languages. For example, Davies (1981:
5) notes that neutral polar questions in English are expressed as disjunctive questions in Kobon,
a Papua New Guinea language, as shown in (56), indicating a similar functional overlap.

17 Note that while it is possible to use ansi-, an-, and va-questions in Jingle Jin to translate the Mandarin sentence
in (56a), the translation carries a certain bias, as discussed in Section 3.1. Additionally, the Mandarin sentence in
(56a) has a VP-neg alternative using the ending bu (i.e., ni' zai jia bu?). The difference is that VP-neg questions
are entirely neutral. We thank the reviewer for this question.
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(56)a.Ne kaj ap mid-Op (aka) mid-ag-6p?
2SG pig INDEF be-PERF.3SG or  be-NEG-PERF.3SG
‘Have you any meat?’

b.Ne kaj ap mid-6p aka waso?
2SG pig INDEF be-PERF.3SG or no
‘Have you any meat?’ (In Davies 1981: 5)

This functional overlap observed across languages strongly suggests that there may be a
developmental connection between CS and IS questions. In fact, this connection has been
solidly established between polar questions and VP-neg questions in Mandarin. Historically,
ma-questions, as polar questions, originated from VP-neg questions (Ota Tatsuo 1958; Wang
1980; Lii 1982; Shi 2023), which is a widely accepted linguistic fact in the Chinese academic
community. In other words, an IS question can be grammaticalized into a CS question. In the
next subsection, we provide further evidence from Jingle Jin to support this grammaticalization
direction.

5.1.2 Conjunctions evolving into polar question particles in Jin

We previously introduced three polar Q-particles: an, ansi, and va in Jingle Jin. This
subsection focuses on ansi, arguing that it originated from the conjunction used in disjunctive
questions.

As noted in Section 3, one of the disjunctive questions in Jingle Jin is formed with the
interrogative conjunction xansi ‘or,” as shown in (57a). Notably, this conjunction is often
spelled out in its reduced form, ansi. Therefore, the disjunctive question in (57b), with xansi
substituted by ansi, is a grammatical sentence and shares the same meaning as its counterpart
in (57a).

(57) a. Lisi khan tiansi lai xansi khan fu  lai?
Lisi see television PST or  see book PST
‘Did Lisi see the opera or read the book?’

b. Lisi khan tiansi lai ansi khan fu lai?
Lisi see television PSTor see book PST
‘Did Lisi see the opera or read the book?’

Considering the connection between polar questions and disjunctive questions outlined in
5.1.1, as well as the fact that the conjunction ansi and the Q-particle ansi share the same
morphological form, we argue that the Q-particle ansi developed from the reduced conjunction
form ansi. Two pieces of evidence will be provided as follows: First, like the Q-particle ansi,
the conjunction ansi also bears interrogative force on its own. This is supported by the fact that
when the conjunction ansi is omitted, the interrogative force disappears, and the residue can
only be interpreted as the juxtaposition of two declarative sentences, as illustrated in (58), which
forms a minimal pair with (57b). Since the conjunction ansi itself bears interrogative features,
it naturally follows that the Q-particle ansi also intrinsically bears interrogative force if it
originated from the conjunction ansi.

(58) Lisi khan tiansi lai ensi khan fu lai.

Lisi see television PST see book PST
‘Lisi saw the opera and also read the book.’
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Another supporting fact comes from an unrelated Mandarin variety called Linfen
Mandarin (‘E if g5 1), where, according to S. Zhang (2022), one of the interrogative
conjunction forms is spelled as a, as illustrated in (59). Importantly, the conjunction form a
cannot be deleted in disjunctive questions, such as the one in (59), which suggests that it also
contributes to the interrogative force of the disjunctive question.

(59) Chi mo a chimian ne?
eat steam.bun or eat noodles SFP
‘Do you eat the steam bun or eat noodles?”  (cited in S. Zhang 2022: 27 with our glosses)

On the other hand, the same morphological form a can attach to a declarative clause to
form a polar question, as illustrated in (60).

(60) Na jiali meiren  a?
that home no person Q
‘Is there no person in his house?’ (cited in S. Zhang 2022: 8 with our glosses)

The comparison in (59-60) suggests that the same morphological form a can function
either as a conjunction or as a Q-particle. This pattern mirrors what we have observed in Jingle
Jin, where the same form ansi can be either a reduced conjunction or a Q-particle.'® Such a
parallel between Jin and Linfen Mandarin cannot be accidental; rather, it strongly suggests that
disjunctive conjunctions can develop into Q-particles.

In fact, Q-particles that originated from disjunctive conjunctions are commonly found in
human languages (see Biberauer 2017; Metslang et al. 2017; Walkden et al. 2025; and the
literature therein). Taking Kobon as an example again, the sentences in (56) above demonstrate
the conjunction form aka ‘or’ used in disjunctive questions. Additionally, according to Davies
(1981: 5-7), aka can solely attach to a declarative sentence to form polar questions in biased
contexts, as illustrated by the sentences and their English translations in (61).

(61) A: Ne kaj ap mid-ag-0p aka?
2SG pig INDEF be-neg-PERF.3SG or
‘Is that right that you haven’t any meat?’
B: Yawo. Yad kaj ap mid-ag-op.
yes  1SGpig INDEF be-neg-PERF.3SG
‘That is right. [ haven’t any meat.’ (In Davies 1981: 6)

While it is still not clear whether aka has completely grammaticalized into a genuine Q-
particle, it strongly demonstrates the connection between disjunctive and polar questions. This
makes Kobon aka comparable to Jingle anmsi. Therefore, this typological observation
strengthens our analysis that Q-particle ansi originated from the conjunction ansi in disjunctive
questions in Jingle Jin.

5.1.3 A tentative implicational universal
Thus far, we have reached two important conclusions: first, VP-neg questions can evolve
into polar questions in Mandarin; second, disjunctive xansi-questions can develop into polar

18 One may wonder if there is any developmental relationship between the Q-particles an and ansi. Without further
details, we will assume that an is a further reduced form of ansi, with its final syllable dropped. This is plausible,
as both are Q-particles and encode a certain degree of prior bias about the proposition in question. If this is the
case, then a comprehensive picture of grammaticalization from a conjunction to a Q-particle in Jingle Jin can be
established as follows: xansi — ansi — an.
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questions in Jingle Jin. However, the reverse direction is not found in Jin, and to the best of our
knowledge, this reverse direction has not been reported in Mandarin or in unrelated languages.
In other words, IS questions can evolve into CS questions, but not vice versa.

Considering the functional overlap and grammaticalization between IS questions and CS
questions, we expect that some languages may have only IS questions and lack CS questions.
Such languages appear to exist. Her et al. (2022) suggest that Changsha Xiang (£-7/0ff1%), a

representative dialect of New Xiang, exemplifies such a language, where alleged polar
questions, like the one in (62), are actually VP-neg questions. The role of pu’* (<) in (62) as a
negator can be further verified by the fact that a modal particle (e.g., /a*®) can attach to the
question, which is not possible if pu*? is a Q-particle like Mandarin ma and Jingle va, ansi, an.
This, thus, indicates the absence of true polar questions in Changsha Xiang, and even prosodic
strategies do not facilitate the transition from declarative to polar questions (Wu 2005: 305-
306). If this is correct, it follows that Changsha Xiang only has IS questions.

(62) 1i*!  tehia®* fan?! pu®* (1a33)?
2SGeat meal NEG MOD
‘Are you going to eat or not?’ (adapted in Wu 2005: 310)

In this regard, the two closely related dialects of Mixtec in southern Mexico—Chalcatongo
Mixtec and San Miguel el Grande Mixtec—may serve as another notable example. According
to Pike (1944: 136) and Macaulay (1996: 126), these two dialects do not use overt strategies
(e.g., morphology and prosody) to form polar questions. Using Chalcatongo Mixtec as an
example in (63), the so-called polar questions are identical in form to declarative sentences.
Note that rising or falling intonation does not change the sentence type in (63).

(63) xakt=ro. 1/ | "’
laugh=2
“You’re laughing.” OR ‘Are you laughing?’ (Macaulay 1996: 126)

Macaulay (1996) did not address how the interrogative force in (63) is triggered if there
are no overt strategies to form polar questions. We cannot envision a language where all
declarative sentences can always be interpreted as polar questions. Therefore, we assume that
the interrogative force in (63) must be triggered by context or other pragmatic factors (see Pike
1944: 136), but we will not delve further into this topic. The fact remains that they demonstrate
languages that may lack CS questions.

On the other hand, to the best of our knowledge, while a handful of languages have been
found to lack polar questions entirely, no language has ever been documented as lacking
constituent questions. Based on these findings, we build on Her et al. (2022) and propose a
tentative implicational universal in (64).

(64) A tentative implicational universal of questions
Languages that have CS questions also have IS questions, but not conversely.?°

In our analysis, Changsha Xiang, Chalcatongo Mixtec, and San Miguel el Grande Mixtec
serve as examples that lack both morphosyntactic CS questions and those marked by prosodic

19 1 and | are used to indicate rising intonation and falling intonation, respectively.

20Tt is important to note that the absence of CS questions does not mean a language lacks strategies for seeking
confirmation. For example, imperative sentences can serve this purpose, as in the construction like ‘Tell me...” or
‘Confirm that...’. Alternatively, according to Pike (1944: 136), certain contexts—such as gestures or a surprised
or protesting voice—often help to seek confirmation in San Miguel el Grande Mixtec.
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strategies. We further assume that in languages lacking morphosyntactic CS polar questions,
prosodic strategies may serve as a last resort. Such languages do exist. According to Maiden
and Robustelli (2000) and Cruschina (2012), Colloquial Italian exemplifies a language that
relies solely on intonation contours to distinguish polar questions from declarative sentences,
as shown in (65).

(65)a. Va al  mare. b. Va al mare? |
g0-PRE.3SG to-the sea g0-PRE.3SG to-the sea
‘(S)he goes to the sea.’ ‘Does (s)he go to the sea?” (In Lusini 2013: 10)

Paiwan, an unrelated Austronesian language spoken in Taiwan, is also reported to use only
prosodic marking for CS questions (L. M. Huang et al. 1999; P. H. Huang and Her 2024). For
instance, P. H. Huang and Her (2024) argue that the so-called polar Q-particles (e.g., (ui) dri/pai,
na, ui lja) are polar question tags, with true polar questions formed solely by rising intonation.
Using pai as an example, Chang (2006) and H. Chang (2017) treat it as a polar Q-particle;
however, this is not correct. First, different intonations yield different interpretations of
sentences containing pai, as demonstrated in (66a-b). Second, pai can stand alone, as seen in
(66¢). These points strongly suggest that pai is not a Q-particle; rather, it functions as a question
tag, as argued by P. H. Huang and Her (2024). Thus, Paiwan, like Colloquial Italian, employs
only prosodic marking for CS questions.

(66)a. Ti  Palang timadju  pai.|] b.Ti Palang timadju  pai? 1 c. Pai!
NOM Palang 3SG.NOM PAI NOM Palang 3SG.NOM PAI PAI
‘He 1s Palang, yes.’ ‘He 1s Palang, right?’ ‘It’s so!”

In fact, the prosodic strategy is common across languages; The World Atlas of Language
Structures (WALS) notes that over 173 of 955 languages rely solely on prosodic strategies for
polar questions (Dryer 2013). Considering all of these, we summarize the question typology in
human languages in Table 14.

Table 14. Question typology.

Language example IS . s .
Morphosyntactic CS Prosodic CS
Mandarin V v \
Jingle Jin v V X
Paiwan v x o
Colloquial Italian V x ~
Changsha Xiang v X X
San Miguel el Grande v x X
Chalcatongo Mixtec v X X

Table 14 reveals that while not all languages have CS questions, all possess IS questions,
implying that IS questions are more universal and fundamental. Among the languages with CS
questions, Mandarin is particularly notable for using both morphosyntactic and prosodic
strategies. This raises the question: why does a language use two strategies for the same type
of question? We leave this puzzle unresolved.

5.2 CS versus IS questions and speaker bias
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The distinction between CS and IS questions in Jingle Jin suggests that CS questions are
employed in biased contexts, where the speaker has prior beliefs about the proposition in
question, whereas IS questions are used in unbiased contexts. This biased-unbiased distinction
is strictly maintained in Jingle Jin. Kobon again demonstrates this distinction. According to
Davies (1981: 5-7), disjunctive questions formed with the conjunction aka are employed for
unbiased questions; another example is provided in (67). In contrast, aka solely attaches to a
declarative sentence to form polar questions in biased contexts, as illustrated previously in (61).

(67) disjunctive question (unbiased)
Ne Agaple ar-nab-6n aka Ihat (ar-nab-6n)?
2SG Agaple go-FUT-2SG or That go-FUT-2SG
‘Will you go to Agaple or That?’ (In Davies 1981: 7)

If the relationship between CS versus IS and biased versus unbiased is established, we
would expect Mandarin ma-questions, classified as CS questions (Her et al. 2022), to exhibit
biased properties. In fact, the correlation between ma-questions and the speaker’s prior belief
has also been noted in the literature (Chao 1968; Li and Thompson 1981; Tang 1984, Liu 1987;
Yuan 1993, Huang et al. 2009: 236-238).2! Taking the negative ma-question as an example,
this biased condition emerges explicitly, as illustrated in (68).

(68) NI bu qu shangban ma?
2SG NEG go work Q
‘Will you not go to work?’

The ma-question in (68) is used when the speaker assumes that the interlocutor is expected
to go to work, reflecting bias. This biased/unbiased distinction well explains the compatibility
of nandao-type adverbs with CS questions, as detailed in section 2.2.3. Consequently, we
propose a new diagnostic for the CS vs. IS distinction: CS questions are biased and tied to the
speaker’s prior beliefs, whereas IS questions are neutral. Table 15 provides an updated
overview of the diagnostics for the CS vs. IS distinction in Chinese.

Table 15. Diagnostics for CS and IS in Chinese.
Polar question | Disjunctive question Wh-question

Proposition set defined 1 -1 -1
Answer with dui ‘correct’ \ x X
ma or ne attachment ma ne ne
Fragment question
recoverability ma ne ne
(]222223 o néndao daod daod
Embeddability x \ \
Biased or not \ X X
Classification CS questions IS questions

Finally, the encoding of bias in putative polar questions has also been reported in familiar
languages such as English and German. Domaneschi et al. (2017) investigate the interaction
between bias types (i.e., those from the speakers and those arising from the discourse) and the

2l Notice that, according to Yuan’s investigation (1993), the use of ma in unbiased contexts increased from the
1930s. Nevertheless, the observation that Mandarin ma is often employed in biased contexts still holds.
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forms of polar questions. Their experimental study finds that positive polar questions (e.g., Did
you get a car?) are typically used when there is no prior belief from the speaker in English and
German. This contrasts with Jin and Mandarin. One potential explanation for this divergence
may be that English and German are polarity-based languages (Jones 1999; Holmberg 2016;
Servidio et al. 2018), whereas Jin and Mandarin are truth-based languages where polar
questions require (dis)agreement with the proposition, regardless of its polarity, as noted by
Servidio et al. (2018).2? This may also suggest that the alleged polar questions in English and
German could, in fact, be disjunctive questions (Her et al. 2022). However, a full investigation
of this controversial issue is beyond the scope of the paper.

6 Concluding remarks

This paper offers a thorough investigation of question constructions in Jin Chinese, with a
focus on the Jingle Jin. Questions in Jin can be formed using various elements, including Q-
particles (e.g., va, an, ansi), negators (mala and pa), wh-elements (such as wh-pronominals and
the conjunction xansi), the present morpheme /o in fragment questions, and AB adjective
antonyms. Notably, the prosodic strategy for forming polar questions is ineffective in Jingle Jin,
although it works in other Jin varieties and in Mandarin.

By employing the semantic and syntactic tests introduced in Hsiao and Her (2021) and
Her et al. (2022), we found that the CS and IS dichotomy effectively captures all question types
in Jingle Jin. We also discovered a connection between bias and the distinction between CS and
IS questions. Specifically, CS questions are associated with the speaker’s prior beliefs about
the proposition, which may thus be biased, whereas IS questions are neutral and used in
unbiased contexts. This connection is further illustrated by question constructions in Kobon and
ma-questions in Standard Mandarin. Consequently, we incorporate this bias connection into the
diagnostics for distinguishing CS and IS questions.

Furthermore, our analysis suggests that CS questions can evolve from IS questions. For
example, in addition to the grammaticalization of the final negator in a VP-neg question into a
polar interrogative particle, we found that the conjunction in disjunctive questions also evolves
into Q-particles in Jingle Jin, which appears to be a typological universal. This finding implies
that IS questions play a more fundamental role in question systems. We thus propose a tentative
implicational universal: languages with CS questions also possess IS questions, but not
conversely. This is also directly supported by languages that lack CS questions, such as
Changsha Xiang, Chalcatongo Mixtec, and San Miguel el Grande Mixtec. Importantly, while
some languages do not exhibit morphosyntactic CS questions, prosodic strategies can serve as
a last resort for constructing CS questions, as demonstrated by Paiwan and Coclique Italian.
This leads to a typological framework for questions in human languages that needs refinement.

22 Polarity-based languages are referred to as Positive-Negative languages, while truth-based languages are
referred to as Agreement-Disagreement languages in Servidio et al. (2018). In polarity-based languages, putative
polar questions are answered based on the polarity (i.e., positive or negative) of the answer statement. English
is a good example, as shown in (i).
(1) Q: Aren’t you happy?
A: Yes, I am (happy). / No. I am not (happy).

In truth-based languages, putative polar questions are answered based on the truthhood (i.e., true or false) of
the proposition put forth. Mandarin serves as a good example, see (ii).

(i) Q: Ni bu kuaile ma? A:Shi de, wo bu kuaile. /Bu shi de, wo hén kuaile.
2SG NEG happy Q right SFP 1SG NEG happy NEG right SFP 1SG very happy
‘Aren’t you happy?’ ‘You’re right, I am not happy’  “You’re not right, I am very happy.’

Thus, under the semantic and pragmatic definitions of the dichotomy of CS polar questions versus IS constituent
questions, putative polar questions in polarity-based languages are in fact not polar questions and are
disjunctive questions presenting two propositions with opposite polarities. Only truth-based polar questions
put forth a single position and seek its (dis)confirmation.
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Abbreviations

Abbreviations used in glosses: CL = classifier; COMP = complementizer; COND = conditional;
FUT = future; INDEF = indefinite; MOD = modal; NEG = negation; NOM = nominative; PERF
= perfective; PRE = present; PRF = perfect; PROG = progressive; PST = past; Q = question;
SFP = sentence-final particle; 1 = first person; 2 = second person; SG = singular person.

Supplementary File
Testing examples and details can be found in Supplementary Materials: Data and testing results.
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