
Lesson 5

Negatives

There are many ways to say "no." we must leam not only to acknowl-
edge them but also to see the real differences among the various modes
of negation. Each of the many different negatives in literary chinese
has a discrete meaning. The basic vocabulary of negatives is:

T m modifies and negates verbs: the action does not occur. A
noun following bit becomes a verb.

ft wii negates the occurrence of actions: the action desig-
nated by the verb has not yet occurred but still may. Some-
times, in terms of rhetorical force, wli suggests that since the
action has never happened, it therefore will not and cannot.r

ffi wil is a verb thatnegates existence: ..there is no . . . .,,It is
the opposite of fr. Since ft is a verb, it takes a noun as its
object; a verb following wfibecomes a noun.

)F fei may reflect early Old Chinese syntax and is the ..neg-

ative copula" that negates the identiU of a topic with a
nominal predicate: "A is not a case of B." Later usage occa-
sionally treats )F as a verb, bur it should be seen as modify-
ing noun phrases, and a verb following fei becomes a noun.

ffi fu is a special fusion character derived from T + /. The
placement of the / reflects a characteristic of early Old Chi-

l. Pulleyblank(outline of classical chinese Grammar,p. I la) suggests that ft
is a fusion of a negative root *m- with E[ , ,.to complete."
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nese: Z here is the transposed obiect of a negated verb' (See

below.)

EJ wit is another fusion, derived from !$ + /.lt usually ap-

pears as a negative imperative: "Don't . . . ."

f; mub is the negative distributive: "in no case ' ' ' '" It is the

opposite of 4.
The sense of each of these characters is distinct, and the particular us-

age of each must be taken into account.

one special aspect of early literary chinese that disappears in later

writing is the transposition of objects of negated verbs.2 This inser-

tion of the object of the verb between the negating modifier and the

verb does not occur with all objects-in fact, it occurs primarily with

pfonouns:

ffi,Ttrry! The years do not give us [respite]'

H/--X1 None knew it.

*21=* & He did not yet believe it.

Text: 7 tr(# iF +)
1. €  HH ffi fil* #,egz'E g E Zfr}' +'JH6E

F?'& "
2. XB4 *AEVZt\ , b\+nffiTrw,& "

3. Et E D/ +ZtFA+ZE , IaJts "

4. H^ffiE?FE& "

s. 
^TEI 

FAZE9+^MTFF'Z*4'E Efrm'f "

X mio (n), sPear

tr diln (n), shield

Vocabulary
*H yD (v), to sell

2. When such constructions appear in later writing, they are usually self-

conscious archalsms, a stylistic technique designed to give the writing an "ancient"

quality.
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yri (v), to give > (fiil),
otandt']

yil (v), to praise

jidn (v), to be sturdy

wi (n), [phenomenal]
thing

md (adv), in no case

ndng (av), to be able to

xidn (v), to fall into > to
sink into

/i (v), to be sharp

wri (v), there is not

hud (fw), some > (n)
someone

D) yi (v),to grasp > (cv) us-
ing. . .

IBIf;E hA rrt,"What about it?',

f4 h€ (n),what?

\n rfi (v), to resemble

ffi fu (tw) [tusion of 42]
re ying (v),to respond

X fiZ (tw), o'now. . ."

lE tdng (v), to partake of >
be of the same . . .

LV. li (v), to stand
6|]

ffi
Ex

Grammnr Notes

1. € A €-W tr WV # By now the classical usage of f; should
begin to be clear. €A is the topic: "Among the people of chju, there
was (verb of "existential predication") one who . . . ."

2. Eza Here $ and E are coordinate verbs: "in order to praise
it,hesaid...."

3. *trZ_ry , +rlHAZFAfr, The nominalizingcharacter tr, has an
important function here. Rather than simply making the observation
that "As for objects, in no case can they penetrate it," the sentence be-
comes "As for the hardness of my shield (topic), well, it is so hard that
nothing can penetrate the shield.'That is, the addition of the tr, makes
the sentence nominal; it sets up a definition: shierd,s hardness = the
state in which nothing can penetrate it. This is an unalterable fact, true
under all circumstances and defines precisely what sort of hardness the
spear seller attributes to his shield.

4. fr\WffiTFA&, It is clear what thisphrase means: ..There are no
objects into which [my spear] does not sink." The question is how the
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phrase says this. In English, we use an empty subject "there" and a
relative clause beginning with a preposition, o'into which," to modifu
"objects." Literary Chinese uses a different strategy. To understand

this strategy, we need to ask two questions: Why does the topic begin

with the locative marker fit? And what happened to the object of the

verb Ffi? These questions can be answered in two different but related

ways. First, the phrase can be viewed as a topicalized construction.

The normal word order would be: T |Ifi fiAX, "it does not sink into X."
Here, however, the spear seller wants to emphasiza that there is no X
such that "it does not sink into X." Thus he raises as the topic the gen-

eral category "things taken as possible locations, that is, targets" and

uses the locative marker Dt to indicate the relation explicitly. Often,

however, sentences that topicalize a locative object leave the resamp'
tive pronoun ffi (equivalent to h\ Z) as a "trace" to mark the locative
object position. For example,

HEXf F As for ten thousand, take one thousandfrom it.

The second approach emphasizes that the construction ffi T F€ is

equivalent to ffiffi TFFy, "There does not exist that into which it does

not penetrate," much as the common expression ffi T m means 
^tr Ff

T R, "There does not exist that which [they] will not do." Because

the object of TV& is already represented by the yfr, the fr\ tXl is not the

verb's topicalized object. Instead, the seller uses the phrase to make

the most general possible statement: "Let's consider any object taken

as a location." Thus, the end result of the two accounts is the same: the

seller makes clear that he is talking about "any object as target," and

that "there aren't any" that can resist his spear.

The distinction between fl in the preceding sentence and the ft in
this sentence is a question of scope: with S, the sentence refers to all
objects and makes a statement about them collectively. ffi, in contrast,

stresses that the second sentence is talking about no object: the thing to

which it points does not exist.

5. I4tn The word{nJ basically is an intenogative noun, and {41[
is equivalent to lll {{, "What does [it] resemble?" which, in turn, is an

idiomatic way of saying "What do you make of that?" This inversion
of verb-object with question words (and the character E) is another

lingering feature of Early Archaic Chinese. There are several similar

inversions:
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Ulnl "by means of what"
tXE "by means of this"
tQ;tr "with whom"

6. s  ffi A|re The use of ffi here is very typical. One starrs with
a "baseo'sentence:

{AZi6E ffiZ Theman cannotrespondto it.

Since the object of the main verb ffi in the negated verb phrase is the
pronoun Z, it is moved (transposed) to a position between the ne-
gating word { and the verb phrase:

^H Zi ZH?re
Finally, the two words T Z fuse to become 4: HA #frV,re.
7. ^H  # fr|re{', This sentence finishes the author,s story a self_
contained vignette that illustrates thoughtless self-contradiction. He
uses @, to indicate this completion of the account. In English, we
might say, "And it was the case that the man could not respond to [the
question]." The tr, used here at the end of a verbal sentenceframes the
action and turns it into a "thing," a sifuation that canbe analyzed and
commented on, with pattems and implications to be explored. This use
oftr, to signal the completion of an account occurs frequently in liter-
ary Chinese.

8. Zi El-ltr tr ffi U Remember that EJ+verb is a passive construc_
tion: "cannot be established in the same generation." Notice also that
the full verbal expression that is the object of EJ is E U f1 -1i . lE and
rL are coordinate verbs where ffi sets up the antecedent condition for
f. Also note, however, the syntactically as well as semantically un-
balanced quality of the verb pair: ffi already has its own objeci, ff,
and cannot serve as an independent object of q'. That is, transitive
verbs should not have objects when used in passive constructions:

Subjector"r, f verb + objecto*i",r> Subjectoo tient*4 t verb

1l is the actual object of 4', and ffi ff is reduced almost to the status
of a modifier of f.
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Questions

1. What part of speech is Sin tr tr /--EEin (1)? Why?

2. What is the main verb for the coverb !)t in (3)?

3. What does the phrase ^H{mean? V/hy is it used in (a)?

4. Given the explanation of ffi above, what does 46Effimean?

5. Explain the use of S,in (a).

6. What is the function of -Ifi{in (5)?

7. What is the object of ffin (5)?

Exercises

1. Basic patterns.Diagram and translate:

fr+7_AHfNHfttJZf|] "

ffitr*ZtuHT+fr-Y1ffir? "

JI|.}FEX "

tu#.fr+ffiF*#Fz6Elt .

E+XEffft,.

fr.Zn A)FW.Ik& . ,K Zi E & . (Note: k Zn is a man,s
name.)
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+t*zfl.& "

H ana ffi. Translate the sentences below to make the differences
clear:

EtrZB ,WJffiEZ,F&&, 
"

EEZW, frtHHEF6&, "

3. 4 and /p. Translate the sentences to clariS the distinction:

fi ZirF fU fitj "

fUfiU'FfiFf>RT. "

H TT Elfr!ft,Li-:# " ( # : "music")

HrlFa:.,*Tfr,r-zry-&, "

4. ffi. Translate the fbllowing sentences to reflect the presence of a
"hidden" /:

##4+tuffiiffit+ "

ffT.#{=.
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*ffiE?FA "

.'

5, ltlegations.'Chtmge'the ful.lowing'into negative sentences and trans- t ilate: '

frA€'frftzJt2 tA '

ffiEEt "

E€.flJfi|J "

#+Zft4Bftzjr "

H+>RZ .

HFFF#H AZKIE, O

flffi€'ffiFfr&A "

fIJRZEK , €Effffiz "

EX'THEKfU^HE .


