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Cantonese Sentence Final Particle tim1 ‘add” as a Comparative Particle --- A
comparative study among comparative particles, additive particles and
scalar particles

Peppina LEE Po-Lun and PAN Haihua
City University of Hong Kong

Cantonese has a rich repertoire of sentence-final particles (SFP), a feature not shared by
Mandarin, as Mandarin only has 7 SFPs, while Cantonese has around 30 basic SFPs, if SFPs,
differing in tones, are counted as distinct particles (cf. Matthews & Yip (henceforth M&Y
1994) and Kwok (1984)). Moreover, Cantonese SFPs are likely to combine with one another
to form compounds, while combination of SFPs is not likely in Mandarin except for le,.

In this paper, we will investigate the semantics of Cantonese SFP timl as a
comparative particle. Timl, as a SFP, is argued to be an element postposed from the
preverbal position to the sentence-final position (cf. Cheung 1972), having a meaning of “in
addition to”, on a par with its preverbal counterpart. Upon closer examination, we will
instead argue that the basic semantics of timl is as a comparative particle marking an
increase in degree or quantity denoted by the predicate in question. Based on such a
semantics of tim1, we will claim that (i) tim1 is not a pure additive particle, indicating that
the meaning of “in addition to” can at most be its derived meaning but not its basic
semantics; and (ii) as a comparative particle marking an increase in quantity or degree, timl
(a) requires its co-occurring predicate either denote or be able to trigger an increase in
quantity or degree, and (b) triggers a presupposition of the presence of a contrasting situation,
such that the situations in question can be related for comparison.

Secondly, as a comparative particle, tim1l and additive particles like “also” and scalar
particles like “even”, share a common property that their meanings are related to “in addition
to” in the sense that “even” and “also” lexically triggers an additive meaning while the
additive meaning of timl is derived from its basic semantics as a comparative particle.
However, we argue that these three kinds of particles in fact differ from one another
significantly, and have to be distinguished semantically. In the case of additive particles like
“also”, what is involved is a simple addition and what is added is either an argument or a
predicate, with no particular requirement on the addition in question; in the case of scalar
additive particles like “even”, although what is added is still either an argument or a
predicate, they require the items to be added to the extremes of a scale; and in the case of
comparative particles like tim1, they behave neither like the additive particle nor like the
scalar additive particle but in between the two, as unlike “also”, they impose a selectional
restriction on its co-occurring predicate and requires its predicates to mark an increase in
degree or quantity, but unlike “even”, such an increase needs not to the extremes.
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