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One of the research topics in the ‘Syntax’ project is concerned with the
question of the expression of tense and finiteness in Chinese languages
and the role played by sentence final particles.

By Rint  Sybesma

Formulating an assumption that is widely held, Li and

Thompson (1981:13) write: ‘Mandarin has no markers

for tense’. However, there exist minimal pairs like the

following (cf. Li and Thompson 1981:589 (46a,b)):

(1) a. tamen ba-dian-zhong kai-men

they eight-o’clock open-door

they (will) open at eight o’clock

b. tamen ba-dian-zhong kai-men de

they eight-o’clock open-door prt

they opened at eight o’clock

The linguistic terms used in the example above and the ones

to follow are all explained in the note below.* The only formal

difference between the above sentences lies in the presence

of the element de in (1b). In terms of meaning, the difference

is that the variant with de definitely has a past tense interpre-

tation, while (1a) does not. We must, however, for several rea-

sons, not jump to the conclusion that de is a past tense mark-

er. One of these reasons is that the following minimal pair

(based on Li and Thompson 1981:592 (55), (56)) does not show

the same interpretational difference as we saw in (1):

(2) a. women bu hui qifu nimen

we not will bully you (plural)

we are not going to bully you

b. women bu hui qifu nimen de

we not will bully you (plural) prt

we are not going to bully you (believe us)

Here, the difference has nothing to do with tense. Where-

as (2a) is a neutral statement of fact, (2b) is used in a situation
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The IIAS seminar ‘Religion, Transnationalism and Radicalism’ is built upon three basic
assumptions: (1) Due to international migration and the accumulation of money and power,
new diasporic religious communities have arisen. Increasingly creative, these communities
are freer to express their ideas than in their places of origin. (2) This process has enhanced
a tendency towards radicalization. The alien cultural and religious environment the
diasporic communities live in has produced greater self-awareness and self-consciousness,
which in turn has led to the simplification and radicalization of doctrine and religious
practice. (3) As a result of modern means of transportation and new technologies of
communication and mass media diasporic communities and their communities of origin
have developed continuous relations with each other. The radicalization of diasporic
communities has therefore also spilled over into the communities of origin. 
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The transnationalization of the Egypt-

ian Islamist movement confirms

some of the above points. Al-Qa’ida and

the foundation of the International Front

for the Jihad against Jews and Crusaders

in 1998 seems to form another, more

extreme stage in the radicalization of the

Egyptian Islamist movement and fits the

idea that radical diasporic communities

are more radical than radical groups in

the home countries.

To be sure, radicalization within the

Egyptian Islamist movements had

already taken place before transnation-

alization of the more radical group in

the 1960s. Even at this stage, however,

the notion of migration – Prophet

Muhammad’s migration being a central

theme for all Muslims – has always

been a trope within the imagination of

the radical Islamist movement. 

Radical Egyptian Islamists came to

demand mental or physical migration

from a society that they do not consid-

er Muslim, such as Egyptian society,

because it does not apply the sharia. In

the 1970s the notion of migration was

applied by some groups by retreating

partially from an impure and infidel

society by forming religious commu-

nities in hired (expensive) furnished

apartments in Cairo, or by ‘migrating’

to the desert in Upper Egypt to estab-

lish an ideal society of Muslims. Peace-

ful ‘migration’, however, proved diffi-

cult and the leaders of the movement

were caught and imprisoned. The other

option of direct violent confrontation

with the state, without migration, was

even less successful. Groups that advo-

cated an overthrow of the state were

rounded up after the assassination of

president Sadat in 1981, and its leader-

ship was hanged.

By the time most members of the rad-

ical groups were released from prison

in the second half of the 1980s, the

opportunities for internal migration

were blocked, and many looked for

means to escape from Egypt in order to

build an ideal Muslim society else-

where. The accelerated process of glob-

alization allowed them to find a new

external abode and build a new ideal

society. Not only did the Soviet invasion

of Afghanistan in 1979 and the ensuing

chaos in the Central Asian republics and

Chechnya following the Soviet collapse

in 1989 provide ideal circumstances to

establish a new society, new means of

communication allowed them to mobi-

lize the human, financial, and ideolog-

ical resources throughout the Islamic

world. For a while Peshawar became the

hub of the Islamist movement, where

in true transnational fashion ‘flows of

people, money, images, ideas and

objects circulate with growing speed,

intensity and volume’. Informal

transnational networks extended from

the centres of struggle to the smallest

towns in the outreaches of the Islamic

world to support this migration.

Typical of this new, more extremist

stage of the Islamist movement is the

close connection between migration

and the application of violence. Under

cover of the jihad against the Soviets

thousands of Egyptians, other Arabs,

Pakistanis, Philippinos, and Indone-

sians were flown in to take part in the

construction of a new pure Muslim

society that was created and purified by

force of arms. When the local war

against the Soviets in Afghanistan

ended in 1989, the mujahidin, inter-

nationalized their struggle by gradual-

ly turning against the United States. In

addition, they promoted jihad in their

countries of origin. As in the outlines

of the seminar, the diasporic commu-

nity had become the leading force in

the radicalization of the Muslim world.

Ayman al-Zawahiri’s memoirs

‘Knights under the Prophet’s Banner’,

smuggled out of the Afghan caves before

the American invasion in 2002, provides

a unique insight into the transnational,

almost postmodern, ideology of the

Egyptian radical Islamist movement in

this transnational phase. Calling himself

‘an emigrant fugitive, who gives his

backing to other emigrants and

mujahidin’, he regards Afghanistan at

this ‘stage of global battle’ the ideal place

to ‘fight the new crusade’, because as he

says, ‘it is a pure battle between Muslims

on the one hand and infidels on the

other’. Conscious of the role media play

in this war and the postmodern era, he

expresses his fear of penetration by ‘the

Arab and Western media [who] are

responsible for distorting the image of

the Arab Afghans’. ‘The external enemy’

aside, al-Zawahiri played a major role in

promoting violent confrontation with the

‘internal enemy’, the Egyptian authorities.

In other respects, however, the Egypt-

ian movement does not fit the outlines

of the seminar. Although al-Zawahiri

and other members of the radical

Egyptian Islamist movement were able

to promote jihad from a safe transna-

tional haven, were free to develop their

ideas and communicate them to the

rest of the world as well as plan the

assault on the World Trade Center in

New York, they did not succeed in fur-

ther radicalizing the movement in

Egypt itself. Indeed, the majority of the

movement condemned violence and

rejected the Front of Osama Bin Laden

and al-Zawahiri, even before 11 Sep-

tember. Since January 2002 the leaders

of the Gama’at al-Islamiyya publicly

rescinded many of their previous ideas

regarding  jihad, takfir (the condemna-

tion of society as infidel), and hisba. In

that sense the influence of the diasporic

radical community of Egyptians is wan-

ing. What has changed, however, is that

the debate on violence and the means

of establishing an ideal Muslim Society

have become transnational. Since 11

September the Egyptian debate on

establishing an ideal Muslim society

and the role of migration and violence

has become a worldwide Muslim

debate. The Asian experience of the

Egyptian movement has played a key

role in this process. <
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in which ‘you’ may have reasons to fear that ‘we’ are going to

bully ‘you’, or to explain other aspects of ‘our’ behaviour (cf.

Li and Thompson 1981: 592). In Cantonese, another variety

of Chinese, we have an element lei4, which, judging from the

following minimal pair, also indicates past tense:

(3) a. A3-Chan4 hai4 keoi5-lou5gung1

Ah Chan be 3s-husband

Ah Chan is her husband

b. A3-Chan4 hai4 keoi5-lou5gung1lei4

Ah Chan be (s)he-husband prt

Ah Chan was her husband (for a while in the past; 

no longer is)

Like Mandarin de, lei4 can also not be a pure tense-mark-

er as we know it, since it only co-occurs with certain types of

predicates; generally, past tense markers do not discriminate

in that way. Despite these reasons for doubting the wisdom

of calling de and lei4 tense-markers, we must acknowledge

the fact that Chinese languages do have (morphological)

means to explicitly mark a sentence as [+past], as we just saw. 

Li and Thompson’s opening quotation is correct in the

sense that one and the same sentence can be used to describe

a past and a present or future event. The following Mandarin

examples show this:

(4)a. wo zuotian mai shu de-shihou,peng-shang Li Si

I yesterday buy book when bump-into Li Si

when I was buying books yesterday, I bumped into Li Si

b. women xian chi-fan, hou mai shu

we first eat later buy book

we’ll first eat, then we’ll buy books

The same verb phrase mai shu ‘buy book’ is used to

describe a past event in (4a) and a future event in (4b). There

is no marking of anything. Indeed, overt marking with de in

(4a) would lead to ungrammaticality.

It must be noted, however, that in isolation predicates tend

to have a strongly preferred temporal reading, which can hard-

ly be overridden by pragmatic interference (cf. Matthewson

2002: see also Lin 2002). In (linguistic) isolation, the follow-

ing Mandarin example is necessarily interpreted as present

tense. If Zhang San refers to someone who is dead, the sen-

tence is not felicitous (even if both hearer and speaker know):

(5) Zhang San zhu zai zher

Zhang San live at here

Zhang San lives here

We can add an adverbial like yiqian, ‘formerly’, and get a

past tense interpretation, as (6) shows. The same effect can

be reached by embedding it in a linguistic context such that

it will get a past tense interpretation:

(6) Zhang San yiqian zhu zai zher

Zhang San formerly live at here

Zhang San lived/used to live here

The point is that (5), without such linguistic manipulations,

only has a present tense interpretation; as noted, a deceased

person as the subject is not enough to enforce a past tense

interpretation. In other words, pragmatics alone is not

enough. This can be taken as an indication that the Chinese

sentence contains some tense element, the interpretation of

which is fixed structurally.

In short, Chinese languages may have means to explicitly

mark a sentence as [+past], that this marking is not always

obligatory, and may in certain contexts even be ungrammat-

ical. We also found reasons to assume that Chinese sentences

may contain a temporal referential element; the reference of

this element is determined by the structural context. We seek

to interpret these findings, also in the light of general theo-

ries of tense, finiteness, and subject licensing. In the mean-

time, comments are welcome. <
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* In all examples ‘prt’ signifies ‘particle’. In example 3 the numbers used in the

expression ‘A3-Chan4 hai4 keoi5-lou5gung1’ refer to tones in Cantonese. 

For example: ‘A3’ signifies ‘A’ in the third tone.
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