Word Classes of Spoken Chinese

Adverb [A]

Adverbs are words that modify verbs and answer questions such as how, when, or to what degree. For ex-
ample, in the sentence Zhéige tai gui “This is too expensive,” tai “too” is an adverb modifying the stative verb
gui “be expensive.” Some adverbs can modify predicates that themselves begin with adverbs, e.g, Tamen
dou hén léi “They were all very tired,” where the adverb dou “all” modifies the predicate hén lei, which itself
begins with the adverb hén “very.” Besides dou, hén, tai, and yé, other common adverbs include bu “not,” cai
“not until,” chang “often,” gang “just,” géng “even more,” hai “still,” jiu “then,” xian “first,” you “again (in the
past),” zai “again (in the future),” zhén “really,” zhi “only,” and zui “most.”

In English, adverbs may occur in various positions in the sentence (cf. “Often I go swimming,” “I often
go swimming,” “I go swimming often”), but in Chinese, adverbs are more limited as to their position in the
sentence (for the preceding English sentences, one can say only W6 chang qu yéuyong “I often go swim-
ming”). There are in Chinese two main groups of adverbs. The first group, which is called regular adverbs [A]
and which includes all monosyllabic adverbs and some bisyllabic ones like bijiao “comparatively” and yiding
“definitely,” must occur after the subject and before the verb. The second group, which is called moveable
adverbs [MA] and all of whose members are bisyllabic, can occur either before or after the subject but, again,
must always occur before the verb. Some common examples of moveable adverbs are dagai “probably,”
dangran “of course,” pingchang “usually,” and yéxul “perhaps.” If one is not sure whether a given adverb is a
regular adverb or a moveable adverb, the safest course of action is to place the adverb after the subject and
immediately before the verb, since that position is always correct. In any case, monosyllabic adverbs like dou
and yé must never be used before a noun or pronoun.

There is a small number of exceptions to the rule that adverbs always occur before the verb. These in-
clude the pattern ...-de hén “very” as in haode hén “very good,” where hén occurs at the end of a sentence;
and informal Beijing dialect, where adverbs occasionally occur at the ends of sentences, e.g., Ta wusui cai
“She’s only five years old” instead of the standard Mandarin Ta cai wusui.

Attributive [AT]

Attributives are a small group of adjective-like words that modify a following noun, e.g., gonggong “public,”
gudji “international,” and Zhéng-Méi “Sino-American.” The important thing to remember about attributives
is that though they can function as adjectives before nouns (as in gudji xuéxiao “international school”), they
cannot be used as stative verbs in the predicate (one could ordinarily not say *Zhéige xuéxiao hén guéji “This

school is very international”).

Auxiliary Verb [AV]
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Chinese auxiliary verbs are similar to English so-called “helping verbs” like “can,
verbs always co-occur with a main verb, which they precede, and serve to modify the meaning of the main
verb in various ways. For example, in the sentence Ni yinggai gaosu woé “You should have told me,” the aux-
iliary yinggai “should” modifies the meaning of the main verb gaosu “tell” by adding the sense of obligation.
Common Chinese auxiliary verbs include ai “love to,” déi “must,” gai “should,” gan “dare to,” hui “know how
to,” kénéng “be possible,” kéyi “may,” néng “be able to,” xidng and yao “want to,” yingdang and yinggai
“should,” and yuanyi “like to.” There are some auxiliary verbs that occur only in the negative, such as méi and
méiyou “didn’t,” bié and buyao “don’t,” and bubi “don’t need to.”
Characteristics of auxiliary verbs include:

may,” or “must.” Auxiliary

1. In affirmative-negative questions, it is the auxiliary that is used to form the question, not the main verb of
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the sentence, e.g., Ni yuanyi bu yuanyi qu? “Would you like to go?” Such questions are answered by repeat-
ing the affirmative or negative form of the auxiliary verb (not of the main verb), as in Yuanyi! “I would!” or
Bu yuanyi “I wouldn’t.”

2. Unlike most other verbs, auxiliary verbs cannot take the verb suffixes -le, -guo, and -zhe (except that -le
is possible if the main verb is omitted). Moreover, auxiliary verbs rarely take the past negative méi, which
is itself an auxiliary (however one does occasionally hear méi néng “couldn’t”). To say “You shouldn’t
have gone,” say Ni bu yinggai qu; and to say “Two years ago I didn’t yet know how to speak Chinese” say
Liangnian gian wo hai bu hui shué Hanyu.

3. Unlike most regular verbs (but like stative verbs), auxiliary verbs can be preceded by adverbs such as hén
or tai and can be followed by complements such as -jile. Examples: Ta hén ai chi lade “She very much likes
to eat hot food,” W6 xihuanjile! “I like it extremely much!”

4. Auxiliary verbs typically are followed immediately by the main verb. However, sometimes other words
can occur between the auxiliary and the main verb. For example, in the question Ni xithuan zai zhér shang
daxué ma? “Do you like attending college here?,” the coverb phrase zai zhér “here” comes between the
auxiliary xithuan “like” and the main verb shang “attend.” Sometimes there can be two or more auxiliary
verbs in succession, as in Ta kénéng bu hui yuanyi gén ni qu “She might not want to go with you,” which
contains three auxiliary verbs!

5. Many auxiliary verbs can also function alone as regular verbs, e.g., yao “want” in W6 yao zheéige, bu yao

néige “I want this one but not that one” or xthuan “like” in W6 hén xihuan ni “I like you very much.”

Bound Form [BF]

A bound form is a syllable that has a meaning of its own but cannot be spoken alone. Bound forms must al-
ways be attached to another syllable or word in order to be used independently. This is rather like the English
prefix “anti-” in “anti-war” or “antisocial,” which clearly has a meaning of its own (“against”) but is ordinarily
not said by itself. Examples of Chinese bound forms include wii “room” as in the words wiizi “room” and
tongwi “roommate”; or can “meal” as in the words canting “restaurant,” canzhud “dining table,” jucan “get
together for a meal,” wancan “dinner,” and Xican “Western-style food.”

Conjunction [CJ]

Conjunctions are words that connect two or more words, phrases, clauses, or sentences. Examples: buguo
“however,” danshi “but,” and gén “and.” Since many conjunctions have developed from other word classes,
it is sometimes difficult to distinguish conjunctions from moveable adverbs and coverbs. A key difference
between conjunctions and moveable adverbs is that the former must precede the subject, while the latter
may either precede the subject or come between the subject and the verb. For this reason, danshi “but” is a
conjunction while késhi, which can also be translated as “but,” is a moveable adverb.

Coverb [CV]

A coverb is a type of verb which “co”-occurs (hence the name) with the main verb of a sentence, the meaning
of which it supplements by adding information about how, where, for whom, with whom, etc. the action of the
verb takes place. A coverb is normally followed by a noun or pronoun object, together with which it creates a
coverb phrase, much like a prepositional phrase in English. The coverb phrase always precedes the main verb
of the sentence. For example, in the sentence W6 méitian zai shitang cht wiifan “I eat lunch in the dining hall
every day,” zai “in” is a coverb, which has as its object the noun shitang “dining hall.” The coverb phrase zai
shitang “in the dining hall” occurs before the main verb chi “eat” and provides information about where the
eating takes place.
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There are two groups of coverbs. Members of the first group can function only as coverbs; common
members of this group are ba (moves object before the verb), béi (indicates passive), cong and li “from,” and
wang “toward.” Members of the second group of coverbs can serve both as coverbs and as main verbs, though
their meaning as coverbs often differs somewhat from their meaning as main verbs. Common members of the
second group are dao “to; arrive,” géi “for; give,” yong “with; use”; zai “at, in, on; be present,” and zuoé “by (car,
boat, train, airplane); sit.”

Coverbs have the following characteristics:

1. In the negative forms, bu and méi(you) normally stand before the coverb rather than before the main verb
of the sentence. Examples: W6 yihou bu géi ta mai dongxi le “In the future I won’t buy things for her” or
W6 méi ba ni géi wangle! “I didn’t forget you!”

2. In the case of affirmative-negative questions, it is normally the coverb that is used to form the question, not
the main verb. For example, one would say Ni gén bu gén wo lai? “Are you coming with me?” and could
not say *Ni gén wo lai bu lai?

3. Coverbs usually do not take verb suffixes like -le or -guo, which are attached instead to the main verb of
the sentence. However, a few coverbs can take the progressive suffix -zhe, as in Qing ni génzhe wo zou
“Please follow me.”

4. Tt is possible to have more than a single coverb in a sentence. For example, the following sentence has three
coverbs: Ta yao zu6 chuan céng Xianggang dao Fuzhou qu “He’s going to go from Hong Kong to Fuzhou
by boat.”

One important thing to remember about coverbs is that the phrase with the coverb and its object goes BE-
FORE the main verb rather than after it. So English “She studies in the library” would in Chinese be Ta zai
tushiguan xuéxi and could NEVER be *Ta xuéxi zai tushiguan. Actually, the Chinese sequence of coverb
before main verb would seem to be the more “logical” one, since one has to be in the library (zai tishiguan)
before one can begin studying (xuéxi).

Equative Verb [EV]

An equative verb equates or connects two nouns, pronouns, or noun phrases. Shi “be,” which when unstressed
is normally pronounced without a tone as shi, is by far the most common equative verb. For example, in the
sentence W0 shi Méiguo rén “I'm an American,” the equative verb shi connects the pronoun wo “I” with the
noun phrase Méiguo rén “American.” Equative verbs are limited in number. Besides shi, there are only two
other common equative verbs in spoken Chinese: jiao “be called or named” and xing “be surnamed.”

Expression [EX]

Expressions are set phrases with conventionalized meanings which Chinese speakers frequently utter on
appropriate occasions. Expressions consist of two types. The first type involves set phrases from Classical
Chinese, called chéngyu, which usually consist of four syllables and tend to make a pithy remark about some
topic. In the Pinyin transcription in this text, each syllable of a chéngyl is separated by a hyphen so as to
make the meaning and syllable division more transparent. Examples: jiao-xué-you-fang “have an effective
method in one’s teaching,” yi-yan-wéi-ding “be agreed with one word.”

The second type of expression involves common sayings from colloquial Chinese, called suyt, which are
not necessarily four syllables in length. Examples: B dao Chang Chéng féi haohan “If you don’t go to the
Great Wall you're not a brave man,” Gongjing bu ri cong ming “Showing respect is not as good as following
orders.”
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Idiomatic Expression [IE]

Some Chinese words or phrases have meanings and usages that cannot be derived from the combined mean-
ings of their constituents. In other words, the meaning of the whole is greater—or different—than the sum of
the parts. For this reason, idiomatic expressions must be learned as wholes and are not amenable to analysis.
Idiomatic expressions, which may consist of greetings, courtesy expressions, or other conventionalized say-
ings, are frequently said two or more times in succession. Examples: duibuqi “excuse me,” ganbéi “bottoms
up,” jiuming “help!,” méi shir “never mind,” ni hao “how are you?,” zaijian “goodbye.”

¥
1

Interjection [I]

An interjection is a word lacking a direct grammatical connection to the rest of the sentence that is used as an
exclamation, hesitation sound, pause filler, or “back channel comment” (to indicate that one is listening to and
following someone else’s conversation). Interjections are most frequently used by themselves or at the begin-
nings of sentences, but sometimes they may occur in other positions. The tones of interjections are more fluid
than the tones of other words, there being considerable variation from speaker to speaker, or even from one
occurrence of an interjection to the next occurrence in the speech of the same person. Common interjections
include aiya “gosh,” e (hesitation sound), éi “yeah,” hai (indicates exasperation), m (indicates agreement), 0
“oh,” wa “wow,” and yo “gosh.”

Localizer [L]

Localizers are noun-like forms that are used in combination with other words to indicate location. Except in
very limited circumstances (cf. no. 3 below), they cannot be used alone but must be attached to other ele-

ments. The most common localizers include: béi “north,” déng “east,” hou “back,” Ii “in,” nan “south,” gian
” 5

“front,” shang “on,” wai “outside,” X1 “west,” xia “under,” you “right,” and zud “left.”
Localizers have the following characteristics:

1. They may be suffixed onto nouns to form place words. Examples: guéwai “outside of the country,”
shijiashang “on the bookshelf,” wizili “in the room.”

2. They can be combined with the prefix yi- or with the suffixes -bian(r), -bu, -mian, or -tou to form place
words. Examples: yixi “to the west of,” zuébianr “on the left side,” nanbu “in the southern part of an area,”
limian “inside,” waitou “outside.”

3. Localizers may be used alone after the coverbs wang/wang, xiang, and chao, all of which mean “to” or
“toward.” Examples: wang qgian zéu “walk toward the front, walk ahead,” wang Ii ji “squeeze toward the
inside,” xiang dong zéu “walk toward the east.”

Measure [M]

Measures, also called “classifiers” by some grammarians, are noun-like forms that are used immmediately af-
ter a specifier and/or number to quantify nouns. For example, in the phrase zhéisanzhang zhuozi “these three
tables,” zheéi- is the specifier meaning “this” or “these,” san is a number meaning “three,” zhang is the measure
for tables, and zhuozi is the noun meaning “table.”

There are various kinds of measures. Some measures can indicate duration or frequency of occurrence,
e.g., tian “day” in Ta shuile yitian jiao “She slept for one whole day” or ci “time” in W6 quguo lidngci “I've been
there twice.” Others indicate weight and length, e.g., jin “catty” in lidngjin xiangjiao “two catties of bananas”
or gongli “kilometer” in wiishi gongli “50 kilometers.” Yet other measures involve time, money, or dates.

In rapid speech, the number y1 “one” when occurring before a measure is sometimes omitted, e.g., W6 mai
(yi)ge héngde “I'll buy a red one.” Also, if understood from the context, the noun after a measure can often
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be omitted, e.g., W6 yao zhéitai, bu yao néitai “I want this one, not that one” (referring to diannao “comput-
ers,” for which the measure is tai). Some measures can be reduplicated to mean “every,” e.g., tian “day” in Ta
tiantian dou lai “She comes every day” or zhang (measure for flat things) in W6 zhangzhang dou yao “I want
every single one of them” (referring to ditd “maps,” for which the measure is zhang). Since a few Chinese
measures translate as English nouns (e.g., tian “day” and nian “year”), be careful not to put measures in front

of these. Say yitian “one day” and yinian “one year;” NEVER say *yige tian or *yige nian.

Moveable Adverb [MA]

Like regular adverbs, moveable adverbs can occur after the subject of a sentence, and before the verb, to
modify the verb. Unlike regular adverbs, moveable adverbs can also occur before the subject of the sentence.
For example, shizai “really” is a regular adverb, so it must always occur after the subject and one can say only
W6 shizai you dianr houhui “I really regret it a little” and never *Shizai wo you dianr houhui. On the other
hand, xianzai “now” is a moveable adverb, so one can say either Xianzai wé you dianr houhui “Now I regret
it a little” or W6 xianzai you dianr houhui “I now regret it a little.”

All moveable adverbs are bisyllabic, though not all bisyllabic adverbs are moveable. Common move-
able adverbs include bénlai “originally,” dagai “probably,” dangran “of course,” ganghao “just,” késhi “but,”
pingchang “usually,” xianzai “now,” and yéxu “perhaps.” If one is not sure whether a given adverb is a regular
adverb or a moveable adverb, the safest course of action is to place the adverb after the subject and immedi-
ately before the verb, since that position is always correct. See also the entry on adverb.

Noun [N]

As in English, in Chinese a noun is a word that represents a person, animal, thing, or abstraction, e.g., dagé
“oldest brother,” gou “dog,” feiji “airplane,” héping “peace.” Grammatically, any word that can be preceded
by a number plus a measure (e.g., yibén shi “a book”) or that can be preceded by a pronoun plus de (wode
diannao “my computer”) is a noun. Some nouns can also be identified through characteristic suffixes like -jia
as in huajia “painter,” -tou as in shitou “stone,” or -zi as in haizi “child.”

A noun may stand directly before another noun to modify it, as in mutou zhuézi “wood(en) table” or
Zhongguo zi “Chinese character.” Unlike English, Chinese nouns cannot be counted by adding numbers di-
rectly before them. For example, one can’t say *lidng yizi for “two chairs”; instead, a measure must be inserted
between the number and the noun, as in liangba yizi. Also, with the exception of a small number of nouns
referring to people that can optionally take the plural marker -men (e.g., péngyoumen “friends,” tongxuémen
“comrades”), Chinese nouns are ordinarly not marked for number, so a noun like bi “pen” could, depending

on the context, mean either “pen” or “pens.”

Number [NU]

Numbers are noun-like forms that function to count, enumerate, or measure. Examples include jiti “nine,”
wushisan “53,” lianggianwan “20 million.” Numbers can be spoken alone only in counting, in reading off
single digits (as in phone numbers or years), or in a mathematical context; otherwise, numbers are always
bound to measures.

Some numbers are never used alone. For example, -bai “hundred,” -qian “thousand,” -wan “ten thousand,”
and -yi “one hundred million” must always be preceded by another number (e.g., sanbai “three hundred,”
wigian “five thousand,” bawan “eighty thousand,” shisanyi “one billion three hundred million”). The number
liang- “two” must always be followed by a measure or number. Usually, numbers precede measures, but some-
times they follow, e.g., yige ban “one and one-half” and jitikkuai wi “$9.50.” When used in the indefinite sense
of “a few, several,” the question word ji- “how many” is considered a number and is usually pronounced with
a neutral tone (e.g., W6 you jige wenti “I have a few questions”). Similarly, when used in the indefinite sense
of “more than...,” the stative verb dud “be much, more” may also be considered a number (e.g., liangbaiduoge
“more than two hundred”).
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Particle [P]

Pattern

Particles, which never occur alone, are used at the ends of words, phrases, or sentences to indicate particular
grammatical functions. There are two main types of particles: (1) particles that are used as word suffixes, e.g.,
-de, -le, -guo, -zhe; and (2) sentence-final particles, e.g., a, ba, le, ma, ne.

[PT]

A pattern involves two or more words in a set grammatical order that convey a specific meaning. Patterns
usually constitute major or minor grammatical constructions and should be paid special attention, since they
tend to be productive in the language. Examples: chule... “except,” ...-de shihou “when...,” ...fénzhi... (for frac-
tions), nandao... “don’t tell me that...,” ...shemmede “...and so on,” yué lai yué... “more and more....”

Phrase [PH]

For the purposes of this textbook, a phrase is considered to be a group of words which are commonly used
together which are well worth learning as a unit. Grammatically, phrases can consist of two nouns, where
the first describes the second, e.g., dianying mingxing “movie star” and tianqi yubao “weather forecast”; or a
verb plus an object, e.g., da dianhua “make a telephone call” and xia maomaoyi “drizzle”; or combinations of
words belonging to various other word classes that frequently occur together, e.g., hén shao “seldom,” yige
rén “alone,” youde shihou “sometimes.”

Place Word [PW]

Place words are a specialized class of nouns that indicate or name places. All geographical names—such
as names of towns, cities, counties, provinces, and countries—are place words, as are nouns which refer to
buildings, institutions, organizations, parks, mountains, bodies of water, and other specific locations. Exam-
ples of place words: Aodaliya “Australia,” bangdngshi “office,” Béida “Beijing University,” Béifang “North,”
Chang Chéng “Great Wall,” Chang Chéng Fandian “Great Wall Hotel,” dashiguan “embassy,” gébi “next
door,” Héping Dong Lu “Heping East Road,” jia “home,” Jiazhou “California,” kéting “living room,” litou “in-
side,” I6ushang “upstairs,” Shanghai “Shanghai,” shangmian “top,” tiyuguan “gymnasium,” youbian “right
side,” zhéli “here.”

Place words can indicate place, location, or position without the need of a localizer or other word indi-
cating location. All place words can precede the verb you “there is/are” and follow the verbs zai “be located
at” and dao “arrive at.” They can also be inserted into the patterns céng...lai “come from...” and dao...qu “go
to....” Since they are nouns, place words can serve as the subject, topic, or object of a verb, e.g., Zhér tai chao
“It’s too noisy here” (lit. “Here is too noisy”) or Ta zai Guangzhou “She’s in Guangzhou.” Place words can also
modify or be modified by other nouns, e.g., qidnmiande sushé “the dormitory which is in front” vs. sushéde
gianmian “the front of the dormitory.”

Remember especially these two things about place words: (1) since all geographical names are consid-
ered to be place words, geographical names do not take the localizer Ii to express “in” (say Tamen dou zai
Zhongguo “They’re all in China” but NEVER *Tamen dou zai Zhongguoli); (2) if a noun or pronoun is pre-
ceded by zai, céng, or dao and is not itself a place word, then either a localizer must be attached to it or else
zhér or nar must follow it (say zai zhuozishang “on the table” but NEVER *zai zhudzi; and say Qing dao ta
nar qu “Please go to him over there” but NEVER *Qing dao ta qu).

Postverb [PV]

A postverb is a type of verb that is suffixed onto the main verb to link the action of the main verb to a follow-
ing object. Postverbs often imply movement toward a certain place. For example, in the sentence Women
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bandao Xiang Shan le “We moved to Fragrant Hills,” ban “move” is the main verb, -dao “to” is the postverb,
and Xiang Shan “Fragrant Hills” is the object of the postverb -dao . In the sentence Qing ni ba mingzi xiézai
zhér “Please write your name here,” xié “write” is the main verb, -zai is the postverb, and zhér “here” is the
object of the postverb -zai. Or again, in Ta ba “shi” zi xiecheng “qian” zi le “She wrote the character for ‘ten’
so that it looked like the character for ‘thousand,” xié “write” is the main verb, -chéng “become, into” is the
postverb, and “qian” zi “the character for ‘thousand’ is the object of the postverb -chéng. Postverbs are
limited in number, the most common ones being -chéng “into,” -dao “to,” -géi “to, for,” and -zai “at, in, on.”
Additional comments on postverbs:

1. Postverbs frequently lose their tone (i.e., become neutral tone) in their position after the main verb.

2. For a few main verb-postverb combinations, such as zhuzai “live in” and shéngzai “be born in,” no move-
ment toward a place is implied, and the meaning is the same as alternate constructions with the coverb -zai.
So for “She lives in Shanghai,” one could say either Ta zhtizai Shanghai or Ta zai Shanghai zhu; and for “He
was born in Beijing,” one could say either Ta shéngzai Béijing or Ta zai Béijing shengde. However, most
postverbs do not have coverb alternates, and most postverbs do indicate movement.

3. Sometimes stative verbs can combine with postverbs, e.g., W6 zhén bu zhidao yao mangdao shémme
shihou “I really don’t know until when I'll be busy” or Ni kan ni léicheng zhéige yangzi! “Look at how tired
you've become!”

4. With the postverbs -zai and -géi, one cannot have potential forms (that is, one CANNOT say *xiédegei or
*zhubuzai).

5. Particles normally occur after the object and are not attached to the postverb, so one says Xiaohair diaozai
shuili le “The child fell into the water” and NOT *Xiaohair diaozaile shuili.

6. Postverbs normally attach only to monosyllabic main verbs, as in zhtzai “live in” or bandao “move to.” There
are a few bisyllabic main verbs that can take postverbs, e.g., chishéngzai “be born in” or shénghuozai
“live in,” but these must be learned on a case-by-case basis. With the great majority of bisyllabic verbs, like
gongzuo “to work,” a coverb construction would be employed, as in You hén dué Méiguo rén zai Béijing
gongzuo “There are many Americans who work in Beijing”; one would NEVER say *You hén duo Méiguo
rén gongzuozai Béijing.

7. Occasionally one finds quasi-postverb constructions like xié xin géi ta “write her a letter” or da dianhua
géi wo “call me on the phone” where géi follows a main verb plus its direct object to indicate the indirect
object. However, since the direct object intervenes between the main verb and géi, we will not consider
these as postverbs per se.

Pronoun [PR]

A pronoun is a word that is used as a substitute for a noun and refers to persons or things named or under-
stood from the context. The largest class of pronouns in Chinese is personal pronouns, which include wé
“I,” ni “you (singular),” nin “you (polite),” ta “he, she, it,” women “we,” zammen “we (inclusive),” nimen “you
(plural),” and tamen “they.”

Besides the personal pronouns, there are also other pronouns referring to humans such as biérén “oth-
ers,” dajia “everybody,” and the reflexive pronoun ziji “oneself.” In addition, there are the demonstrative pro-
nouns zhé “this” and na “that,” which may occur as topics or subjects but never as objects, so one can say Na
shi shémme? “What is that?” but could NEVER say *Wé bu yao na “I don’t want that.”

Chinese pronouns do not change depending on case as English pronouns do (cf. “I, me, my, mine”). Chi-
nese pronouns can be used as topics, subjects, or objects of sentences. With the addition of a -de (which can
be dropped before relatives or body parts), they can also serve as modifiers of nouns, for example, wode qian
“my money,” nide gongsT “your company,” ta baba “her dad,” and wé shéu “my hand.”
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Question Word [QW]

A question word is a word or, in some cases, a bound form that is used to form a question that cannot be an-
swered by “yes” or “no.” For example, in the question Ta shi shéi? “Who is she?,” shéi “who?” is a question
word. Other examples of question words include dué “how?,” dudshao “how much?,” ji- “how many?,” nar
“where?,” nali “where?,” néi- “which?,” shémme “what?,” wéishemme “why?,” and zémme and zémmeyang
“how?.”

Many question words are simultaneously members of other word classes. For example, shéi and shémme
are also pronouns, ji- and néi- are also specifiers, and zémme and zémmeyang are also adverbs. Some ques-
tion words can be used to form exclamations, e.g., Dud hao wa! “How wonderful!,” Néemme dade fangzi yao
hua dudshao gian na! “How much money you have to spend for such a huge house!,” or Zémme zhémme gui
ya! “How can it be so expensive!”

Be sure to keep in mind that if a question word is present in a Chinese sentence and the intent is to ask a
question, no question particle ma is added at the end of the sentence. Also, remember that while English ques-
tions with “who?,” “what?” etc. have a different word order from the corresponding affirmative statement,
Chinese question words occupy the same position in the sentence as the word which replaces them in the
answer. For example, compare the English word order in the question “What is he buying?” with the statement
“He is buying a book”; in Chinese, the word order in question and statement are the same: Ta mai shémme?
as opposed to Ta mai sha.

Under certain conditions, many question words become indefinites, translating as English “whoever,

9, « ”, «

whatever, whichever, wherever, however”; “everybody, everything, everywhere”; “somebody, something, some

", «

place, some way”; “anyone, anybody, anyplace, anywhere, any way”; or “a few.” Those conditions include:

1. When they are followed by dou or yé, e.g., Nar dou xing “Anywhere is fine,” Shéi yé méi qu “Nobody went.”

2. When they are preceded by bu or méi(you), e.g., Bu zémme gui “Not particularly expensive,” or Méiyou
shéi bi ni congming “Nobody is smarter than you” (lit. “There isn’t anybody who is smarter than you”).

3. When they are unstressed in statements or in questions that are already questions because of affirmative-
negative verb constructions or a final ma. For example: Ta yoéu jige hao péngyou “He has a few good
friends,” Mai dianr shémme ma? “Would you like to buy something?” Ni yao bu yao dao nar qu hé diar
shémme? “Would you like to go somewhere and drink something?”

4. When repeated in parallel constructions in two clauses of a complex sentence, e.g., Shéi yungi hao, shéi jiu
ying “Whoever is lucky will win” or Ni dao nar qu, wo jiu dao nar qu “T'll go wherever you go.”

Resultative Compound [RC]

A resultative compound is a verb compound composed of an action verb followed by a resultative ending
(usually a verb or stative verb) which indicates the result of the action. For example, zhangda “grow with the
result that one becomes big, grow up” is a resultative compound composed of the action verb zhang “grow”
plus the resultative ending -da “big.” Or again, kanddéng “look at with the result that one understands” is a
resultative compound composed of the action verb kan “look” plus the resultative ending -déng “understand.”

For most verbs, there are actual resultative forms and potential resultative forms, each of which may be
either affirmative or negative. The actual forms indicate whether the result indicated by the resultative ending
is or is not achieved. The potential forms, which insert the infix -de- or -bu- between the verb and the resulta-
tive ending, indicate whether the result indicated by the resultative ending can or cannot be achieved. Some
verbs have only some of these forms. Examples:

Actual resultative (affirmative): tingdongle “listened with the result that one understands, under-
stood”
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Actual resultative (negative): méi tingdong “did not listen with the result that one understands,
didn’t understand”

Potential resultative (affirmative): tingdedong “able to listen with the result that one understands,
can/could/will be able to understand”

Potential resultative (negative): tingbuddng “not able to listen with the result that one understands,
can’t/couldn’t/won’t be able to understand”

Some resultative compounds are composed of verbs indicating direction or motion plus the resultative end-
ings -lai “come” or -qu “go,” e.g., jinlai “come in,” chiiqu “go out.” These also have actual and potential forms,
for example, jindeldi “can come in,” chibuqu “can’t go out.” Sometimes resultative compounds composed
of directional verbs can themselves function as resultative endings and be suffixed onto other action verbs.
For example, the resultative ending -jinlai “come in” can be suffixed onto the action verb pao “run” to create
paojinlai “run in.” If there is an object, it is inserted before the -lai or the -qu, as in paojin fangzili lai “run into

the house.”

Resultative Ending [RE]

A resultative ending is an ending in a resultative compound which indicates the result of the action of the first
verb. For example, the resultative compound chibao “eat with the result that one becomes full,” is composed
of the verb cht “eat” plus the resultative ending -bao “full.” Some resultative endings indicate direction, e.g.,
the resultative ending -lai “come” in huilai “come back.” Most resultative endings are either stative verbs or
regular verbs. While the majority of resultative endings consist of a single syllable, there are also some com-
mon resultative endings like -qilai, -jinlai, and -jinqu that consist of two syllables.

Examples of other resultative endings include -bao “full” (as in chibao “eat one’s fill”), -ding “fixed” (as in
shuobuding “not be able to say for sure”), -guan “be used to” (as in chideguan “can get used to eating some-
thing”), -hdo “good” (as in nahao “hold well”), -qilai (as in kangilai “in the looking” or xianggilai “think of ),
-lido “be able to” (as in shoubulido “not be able to endure”), -mingbai “understand” (as in tingbutaimingbai
“can’t understand very well”), -si “to the point of death” (as in xiasi “frighten to death”), -wan “finish” (as in
maiwan “finish selling, sold out”), and -zhao (as in shuibuzhao “not be able to fall asleep”). For more informa-
tion on resultative endings, see the entry for Resultative Compound.

Specifier [SP]

Specifiers are adjectival expressions like zhéi- “this” or néi- “that” that “specify” or point to a definite thing
or things. The order is usually specifier + number + measure + noun, e.g., zhéisanbén shi “these three (vol-
umes of) books.” If the number is yT “one,” it is usually deleted, e.g., néitai diannao “that computer” (instead
of néi yitai diannao). If the noun is understood from the context, it also is often deleted; for example, when
talking about books, one could say simply néibén “that volume.” Other common specifiers besides zhéi- and
néi- include di- (for ordinal numbers), gé- “each, every,” méi- “each, every,” shang- “last,” and xia- “next.” Néi-
“which?” is both a question word and a specifier.

Stative Verb [SV]

A stative verb is a verb that describes a state, quality, or condition of the topic or subject. For example, in
the sentence Ni mang ma? “Are you busy?,” mang is a stative verb meaning “to be busy.” Other examples of
stative verbs include chao “be noisy,” daoméi “be out of luck,” da “be big,” gaoxing “be happy,” hao “be good,”
hdochi “be good to eat,” Ili “be green,” ydumingr “be famous,” and yéugian “be rich.”

In English, the great majority of Chinese stative verbs translate as “to be + adjective.” Note that in Chi-
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nese, the “to be” is embedded in the meaning of the stative verb, so it is important not to add a shi “to be”
(except in cases of unusual emphasis). For example, to say “I'm busy,” one would normally say W6 hén mang
and NOT *W6 shi mang.

Characteristics of stative verbs include:

1. Stative verbs can serve as a complete predicate or as the main word of the predicate, e.g., W6 hén hao “I'm

”

fine.

2. Unlike regular verbs, stative verbs can be (and frequently are) preceded by the adverb hén “very,” e.g.,
Riwén hén nan “Japanese is (very) hard.” In a statement consisting of hén + stative verb, the hén often
loses its meaning of “very” unless it is pronounced with stress. Without an adverb like hén, stative verbs
in statements often have a comparative sense, e.g., Zhongguo hao, Méiguo hao? “Is China better, or is
America better?”

3. Stative verbs almost always take bu for the negative and only very rarely take méi. (The exception to this is
stative verbs that begin with yéu, which always take méi or méiyou as the negative.)

4. Stative verbs can be followed by le to indicate change of state, e.g., Ta éle “She has gotten hungry.” A nega-
tive adverb plus a stative verb plus a final le indicates that a certain state no longer exists; this can often
be translated as “no longer” or “isn’t... anymore,” e.g., Ta bu gaoxingle “She’s no longer happy” or “She has
become unhappy.”

5. Besides serving in the predicate, stative verbs can also be used as adjectives before nouns, e.g., hao haizi
“a good child,” haokande huar “pretty flowers.” This capability to serve as an adjective is one of the charac-
teristics that distinguish stative verbs from regular verbs, since what follows a regular verb would usually
be considered as its object.

6. Stative verbs can be followed by (yi)dian(r) “(a little) more” to indicate the comparative degree, e.g., hao
yidian “better,” gui dianr “a little more expensive.”

7. Stative verbs can also be followed by certain suffixes and constructions indicating extreme degree, such as
-jile or ...-de hén, e.g., léijile “extremely tired,” haode hén “very good.”

8. Stative verbs frequently occur within resultative verb constructions, either as the first verb (e.g., haobulido
“unable to get well”) or as a resultative verb ending, e.g., nonghuaile “messed it up.”

“

9. Stative verbs can be reduplicated to create adverbs, e.g., manman chi
gaogaoxingxingde huijia “return home happily.”

eat slowly,” haohaor zu6 “do it well,”

ey
|

10. Stative verbs can sometimes serve as adverbial modifiers of verbs, e.g., hén nlilide xuéxi “study very hard.”

As has been pointed out, most Chinese stative verbs correspond to English “be + adjective,” but there are
exceptions, so be careful. For example, English “to be sick” corresponds to the Chinese regular (not stative)
verb bing “to get sick,” so one must say Ta bingle “She got sick” or Ta bingde hén lihai “She is very sick”
and cannot say *Ta hén bing. Similarly, for “be lucky” one normally says yunqi hén hao “luck is good,” for
example, Ta yungi hén hao “She is very lucky” (lit. “As for her, the luck is very good”).

Surname [SN]

A Chinese surname, like an English surname, is a word that indicates the family name of a person. The major-
ity of Chinese surnames consists of only one syllable, but there is a small number of surnames that contains
two syllables. Common one-syllable surnames include Bai, Chén, Gao, Ma, Li, Lin, Wang, and Zhang. Com-
mon two-syllable surnames are Duanmu, Ouyang, Sima, and Sitd. Depending on the degree of formality, the
two-syllable surnames can be used alone or in combination with a title, but the one-syllable surnames can not
be used alone and must be used with a title. Common titles include Lao “Old” and Xiao “Little,” both of which
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precede the surname; and Xiansheng “Mr.,” Taitai “Mrs.,” Xidojie “Miss” or “Ms.,” Téngzhi “Comrade,” and
Laoshi “Teacher,” all of which follow the surname.

Time Word [TW]

Verb [V]

Time words constitute a specialized class of nouns referring to time. They include periods of the day, days of
the week, months of the year, seasons, years, and certain other adverbs of time. Examples: shangwti “A.M.,”
libaisan “Wednesday,” mingtian “tomorrow,” éryué “February,” chiintian “spring,” jinnian “this year,” dasi
“senior year in college,” xianzai “now.”

What distinguishes time words from regular nouns is that, in addition to functioning as subjects, objects,
and noun modifiers, they can also function as moveable adverbs. Observe the different usages of the time
word xingqiyT “Monday” in the following:

As subject: XingqiyT shi wiyué wuhao. “Monday is May 5th.”

As object: W6 bu xihuan xingdqiy1. ‘I don’t like Mondays.”

As noun modifier: xingqiyl wanshang “Monday evening”

As moveable adverb before the subject: Xingqiyl woé hén mang. “On Monday I'll be busy.”

As moveable adverb after the subject: W6 xingqiyt hén mang. “On Monday I'll be busy.”

The term verb as used in this text refers to a “regular verb,” as distinct from several other types of verb such
as auxiliary verb, coverb, equative verb, postverb, resultative verb compound, resultative verb ending, stative
verb, and verb-object compound.

In Chinese, a regular verb is a word that expresses an action, event, occurrence, or function. Chinese
verbs may be transitive (e.g., cai “guess,” jiancha “inspect,” kaishi “begin,” mai “buy,” pa “fear”) or intransitive
(e.g., bing “get sick,” chashéng “be born,” ganmao “catch cold,” si “die,” tang “lie down”).

Grammatically, all regular verbs can take the negative bu or méi as well as the completed action suffix
-le. Chinese verbs are not inflected in person, number or tense as in English (cf. “go, goes, went, gone, going”).
There are no irregular verbs in Chinese except for the verb you “have,” the negative of which is méiyou rather
than the expected *bu you, which is never said.

Verb-Object Compound [VO]

Chinese verb phrases consisting of a one-syllable verb plus a one-syllable object are called verb-object com-
pounds, e.g., fuqgian “pay money, pay,” kaiché “drive a car, drive.” In verb-object compounds, the verb and the
object are (in this textbook) written together in Pinyin, unless other words happen to intervene (cf. below).
Although from the Chinese point of view all verb-object compounds are basically alike, through the prism of
English we can say that there are two types.

The first type of verb-object compound involves generalized objects the translations of which would nor-
mally be dropped when translating into English. Though in English the objects are unnecessary, in Chinese the
verb would sound incomplete or unclear without an object. For example, in English we can say “speak,” but in
Chinese one usually says shuohua “speak words”; or in English we say “eat,” but in Chinese one usually says
chifan “eat food.” Other examples of this type of verb-object compound include chéuyan “smoke tobacco—to
smoke,” huahuar “paint paintings—to paint,” jiaoshi “teach a book—to teach,” kanshi “look at a book—to
read,” shuijiao “sleep a sleep—to sleep,” xiayu “there descends rain—to rain,” xiézi “write characters—to
write,” and zéulu “walk a road—to walk.”

In the case of the second type of verb-object compound, even from the point of view of English one can
clearly see a specific object, so with these one does translate the object. Examples of this type of verb-object
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compound include chisu “eat vegetarian food,” dadt “take a taxi,” daqit “play a ball game,” diancai “order
dishes of food,” paocha “steep tea,” and tuoxié “take off one’s shoes.”

Verb-object compounds can be split by grammatical suffixes and other words. For example, jiéhlan “mar-
ry” is split in ta hai jiézhe hiinde shihou “when she was still married,” or biye “graduate” is split in Ta kénéng
bibulido yé “He may not be able to graduate,” or jiaoshi “teach” is split in Ta jiaoguo haojiniande shi “She
has taught for quite a few years.”

One important thing to remember about verb-object compounds is that since their objects are already
“puilt in,” they cannot take additional objects. Therefore, if one wishes to express a specific object, the general
object must first be deleted. For example, chifan means “eat,” so one can say Wo yao chifan “I want to eat.”
But if one wishes to say “I want to eat fish,” one cannot say *Wo yao chifan yu. Instead, one must first drop
from chifan the general object fan, and then add the specific object yu, giving: W6 yao chrt yu.
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