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Modal Particle Ye wither away in Ancient Chinese:
Take Unearthed Literature from Qin and Chu as Example



Ye, as a modal particle with high frequency of use in ancient Chinese, has
characteristics that are different from other modal particles through diachronic evolution.
From construction endows with grammatical meaning to the fading of ye caused by region,
and eventually, it tends to wither away due to constructional competition.

This paper is rooted in Construction Grammar by Elizabeth Closs Traugott and
Graeme Trousdale (2013). Based on the unearthed literature from Qin and Chu, to clarify the
fading process of modal particle ye under the interaction of synchronic and diachronic
dimensions. Proceed to the next step, tracing to the source of modal particle ye in late warring
states period.

After consulting the Qin and Chu bamboo slips, we believe that the diachronic
evolution of ancient Chinese ye roughly experienced three important stages. First phase of
diachronic evolution is ye has been borrowed as a modal particle since its inception. Phase
two is yi and ye in Qin bamboo slips alternative. So that, the modal particle ye temporarily
disappeared in Qin region. At stage three, that is, the appearance of identical or similar
functional constructions. The case in point is construction ‘Shi’ surpass construction ‘ye’.
Therefore, the usage of construction ‘ye’ is gradually decrease.

This paper preliminarily infers the reasons for fading of modal particle ye in Ancient
Chinese. There are three reasons: one is external reason, and the other two are internal
reasons. Firstly, the region and the usage of the words, which is direct cause for the fading of
modal particle ye. The second reason is that construction endows with grammatical meaning,
related to construction wither away in Ancient Chinese. There is a certain correlation between
the internal motivation of "construction endows with grammatical meaning" and the
disappearance of construction. The third intrinsic motivation is constructional competition.
Accompanied by the substitution of the same function for ye, there is constructional
competition. Around the Yuan Dynasty, the usage of ye as an adverb was evident in Piao
TongShi. It can be inferred that the frequency use of ye may have been decreased, and the
construction ye may have seen a trend of extinction.

Keywords: modal particle, ye-construction, diachronic, evolution, construction endows with
grammatical meaning



