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On the Use of the Context-dependent “N(P) ma”
as a Freestanding Sentence
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Abstract

This paper provides a detailed account of the use of Chinese “N(P) ma” as a full-fledged sentence. It is
argued that by using “N(P) ma” in this way, the speaker urges the addressee to infer the (typically causal)
relation holding between its content and the preceding context by drawing on his or her encyclopedic
knowledge about the N(P)’s referent. In the vast majority of cases, since the N(P) designates a type, the
addressee can easily access the relevant information. This makes it unnecessary to make that information
explicit in the following sentence. On the other hand, when the N(P) refers to a specific individual, the
addressee is often required to draw inferences about that individual, which is why “N(P) ma” has to be

followed by a sentence that helps to get this process on the right track.
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