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On the Three Semantic Domains of the Cantonese

Sentence-final Particle Laa

Nguyen Thi Hong Quy
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

Abstract

This article mainly discusses semantics and syntax of Cantonese /aa3 and laal, which roughly
correspond to /e in Mandarin Chinese. Based on the discussion of /aa3 and laal in the literature,
adopting the cartography approach and inspired by the Universal Spine Hypothesis, this article
attempts to analyze the syntactic positions of the variants of /aa in three semantic domains
represented by sentences.

The Content /aa is based generated inside CP, whereas the Epistemic /aa and the Speech-Act
laa are generated at a higher functional projection, namely AttitudeP, encoding the interlocutors’
commitment towards the proposition, the possibility or the outcome denoted by sentences. Laa3 is
a speaker-oriented particle, while laal targets the attitude of the addressee. The variants of laa can
co-occur with different boundary tones, which occupies the highest position on the syntactic tree,
encoding the speaker’s call on the addressee.
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