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Final ma and bei: A concurrent discussion on

the refinement of intersubjectivity theory
CHEN Yu

Abstract The analysis of the meaning of the sentence final ma (¥§) and bei (M) is dif-
ficult. There are similarities in their meanings but the difference in language sense is obvious.
It is a difficult task to understand their respective meanings, and even ma and bei can be ex-
plained by the same interpretation. To verify the distinctive features of ma and bei , it is nec-
essary to have a comparative perspective with distinctive definition and a theoretical frame-
work that is integrative and inclusive. An analytic comparison in the framework of construc-
tion competition demonstrates that ma cannot be replaced by bei in the contexts of evalua-
tion, qualitative judgment and ask in retort and that bei cannot be replaced by ma in the con-
texts of self-preemptive response, inevitable conclusion and understatement. The polyphony
theory helps to unify the distinctive features of the direct opposition between ma and bei ,
and their essential distinction lies in how to deal with polyphony: ma affirms polyphony,
while bei negates polyphony. Co-occurrence test and supplement test verify that the essential
competition between ma and bei is the division of counter-mirativity mood in the polyphony
dimension. The sentence final ma and bei are unified in the counter-mirativity mood, which
rely on the key features of counter-mirativity, and ultimately obtain discourse power in com-
municative interactions through different pragmatic strategies. The intersubjectivity theory
represented by polyphony has made efforts for further refinement on solving specific prob-
lems of Chinese grammar.

Keywords ma; bei; counter-mirativity; polyphony; intersubjectivity
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