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Lesson 6

Pivot Verbs, Awiliary Verbs,

and

Classical Commentary

Pivot Verbs

In English, asking, urging, or ordering someoner to do an action has
two basic forms. We can say either:

1. I asked that he give you this.

or, more commonly:

2. I asked him to give you this.

In (1), the request ("he give you this") is a form of indirect discourse, a
reporting ofspeech at secondhand, but because the quoted speech is a
request, the verb is in the subjunctive mood. In (2), the subject in the
quoted speech who is to perform the requested action ("he give you
this") has become the indirect object ("him") of the verb "ask." This
change is called "subject raising."

Asking, urging, ordering, and-more abstractly-causing in liter-
ary chinese also use subject raising; the person who is to perform the
requested action appears in the sentence as the indirect object of the
request:
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3. f; ! E, rRX\#iffie\ Yifir urged Xidng Yri to strike the
Lord of Pdi.

4. E@,+   E H The five colors cause people's eyes to go

blind.
5. (*-Zffr/ [Confucius] caused [the messenger] to hear it.

Sentences 3-5 all nse a pivotal construction, where the pivots are Ifi
XX, 

^ 
fl, and /, respectively. That is, Xidng Yil is both the person

being urged and the person who is to strike. The eyes in (a) are what
are affected by the colors, and they are what goes blind; and in (5),

Confucius is subjecting the messenger to an action, the action of
hearing him (play his zither). It is particularly clear in Sentence (5)
that the pivot is the indirect object of the pivot verb because / canbe
used only as an object, and not as a topic or modifier. Moreover, since

the pivot is the indirect object, the action to be performed by the pivot
is the direct object of the pivot verb.

Many verbs can be used in pivotal constructions, but a few-like
{fr_, +, and ffi-almost always appear in pivotal constructions and

thus this textbook refers to them as pivot verbs.r

Awiliary Verbs

In literary Chinese an auxiliary verb changes the sense of the main
verb in terms of its possibility, probability, or desirability. The most
important auxiliary verbs are:

fil nbng, able to . . .

E kd,canbe...
nI D) kdyi, can. . .

,2, bi, must. . .

FE yrng, ought to . . .

E kdn,willing to . . .

W. gdn, dare to . . .

#ff nin,hardto . . . > impossible to . . .

I . See Yring B6jirn ffi {H iltA and Hd Ldshi IE W*, G'il Hdnyil y:irfd jt qi fiizhdn
fr i4 FE # i*, &- E eF E @eijing; Yuwen, 1992), pp.589-616, for an exhaustive

analysis.
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An auxiliary verb requires a main verb as its object. Like many transi-
tive verbs, however, an auxiliary verb's object may be omitted if it is
obvious and therefore considered unnecessary. The main verb may be
implicit. That is, the reader can infer from context what the elided
main verb must be.

Although an auxiliary is like a pivot verb in taking a main verb as
its object, unlike a pivot verb, an auxiliary cannot be followed imme-
diately by an indirect object preceding the main verb:

*l-E- --r' --l-.HZE @
This sort of intention must be expressed in other ways, perhaps most
simply as a auxiliary with a pivot construction: tr ft Z*.

Commentaries

Most texts written in literary chinese do not have glossaries, or even
punctuation. And few have been translated into a modern language.
But occasionally texts do have commentaries, fortunately for us. A
commentary may tell the referent of a particular expression, the his-
torical context of the text, or the pronunciation of a word. It often pro-
vides paraphrases of especially difficult passages, as well as stylistic
analyses ofthe organization ofthe text and at least one opinion about
the quality of argumentation and writing in the text. Moreover, the
commentator's choices of what to gloss indicates his (in premodern
china, commentators were male) peroeptions of the passages that
readers are likely to find problematic. The very fact of a gloss can be
reassuring; it is a sign that the modern reader is not alone, that for
centuries Chinese readers have struggled over the same passage. How=
eveg there is an art to reading commentary. commentaries have a spe-
cialized vocabulary of technical terms and particular stylistic qualities.

Some important terms used to explain the meaning of a phrase are:

{8 y6u, o'to resemble" > [the meaning] is similar to . . .

\ft, milo, "appearancs" ) [the phrase] is descriptive of . . .

{€ ? "loan character" > lthis character] is used for [the
homophonel . . .

- rc o'one makes" > one [version of this text] has fthe char_
acter(s)l . . .
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82 Lesson6

On occasion, the editors of a text will indicate that they are offering
their own opinion:

K dn, 'ocase" > in the editor's opinion . . .

The text for this lesson includes a line of commentary as an introduc-
tion to the topic.

Text: ffiffiGt +)
1. ffi*zffi=fr. &*&rffi,t .

f+x- &.**.2&tAEfttn . T&f;s&lE " #&z&{&+ "

2. XN , ffi#&.. &.ftS&mE "

3. H \6JT f;n ' ilifn Ff Z .
4. ffiffi#H++fz "

s. t*+=E+ft+l'R " +^f4E& "

6. tH#ffi.iklht3ffiitr.' Rm'* , HFEffijEfr "

Vocabulnry

ffifr Y6ng Bi # X. Shi wdn, short for *9 4
,t + Lia n,a 1.xt supposedly *F *'" written bv [* {* nE

written by the Daoist Li D6ming (556-627):
Ipnllosopne. &n important philological

ffi+. Y6ng Zhti, "hedonist" 
text

philosopher T' Yrtn $)' to saY' "oPen
quote'o

ffi fr (n),younger brother 
fr\11q yri ji qiD,a notation of

*. yf (n), clothes >yi (v), to sound: & ?idi: tt?i[6]
wear clothes ,, + flf tkildi

fi sD (n), undyed (white) T xid (n), [the text] below
silk 

ffi zf (n),black silk
,U chil (v),to go out ffi. yi (v),to rely on
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+ ei (n), written character

ffi.+ yi zi, according to the
regular meaning

N yil (n), rain > yi (v), to
rain

fr$ jid (v),to cut, remove

n fd.n (v), to return

\6J g6u(n),dog

f;n zh g),to know

i0 ytng (v),to greet, meet

Ft fti (v),to bark at

f* nil (v), to be angry

H4 jidng (adv), about to

+l' pu (v), to beat

ffi wfi> don't [an impera-

b tivel
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ydu (fw > v), to resemble

xidng (n?), formerly >
just now

shi (v), to cause > (v) let
us suppose.. .

ril (n), you [informal]

bdi (v), to be white

hei (v), to be black

ldi (v), to come

qi lthetor ical que stion :

"How...?"].Theim-
plied answer is almost
always negative.

gudi (v), to consider
strange > to blame

zi i lfinal excl amationl

\e
tgs
t6:l

ft

ik
F
Etr

-2<
U
E

15

+1\trI

Notes on the Text

1. t# Xi The *9 * # *. is one of the most important collection
of glosses in the Chinese tradition. Lir D6ming in his citations pre-
serves many Southem Dynasties interpretations and commentaries that
otherwise would have been lost.

2. &.#&.2&. The annotation discusses the reading (and hence
the meaning) of the character lq. This phrase is a way of referring to
thefirst &,i.e. &* e.Z&.In constrast, the simpler, unambiguous
phrase #&./fr refers to the second e. @&Z&).
3. fr\Aft,tX This form is afdn qiD, a style of notation used by Chi-
nese scholars since the end of the Hin dynasty to indicate the pronun-
ciation of a word. In a fdn qib, one takes the initial of the first word
and the final of the second word: the two pieces added together give
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the pronunciation of the word being glossed. In this example, the
sound ?iii for the character ft is derived as follows:

initial (beginning sound) of ft (t?lio) : ?

final (ending sound) of E[ (klidi]) : idi
soundofft:2i5i

There are two common reasons for indicating a pronunciation. (1) The
character is obscure, and the annotator thinks that the reader may not
know how to read it. (2) For more common characters, the annotation
indicates a special reading and a special meaning. pay attention to
these.In this case, the commentary notes that ft is to be read in the f,
ffi,thatis, as averb.

4. T. . . l-d This is commentary shorthand meaning that in the ,.text

below" (T), the situation is the "same" ([fl) as that just described.

5. f Here 7 is a status pronoun, the name of a rank or a status
within a group, that is used as a pronoun to refer to oneself (first per-
son), to one's listener (second person), or on occasion to a third per-
son. Here f , loosely translated as "master" is an informal but still
polite form of address.

6. ft+1.4 This is a mildly negative imperative. Although ftusu-
ally means "there is no . . . i' it also frequently serves as a mildly
negative command, 'oDon't." The 4 at the end of the sentence behaves
in ways strikingly similar to T in modern Mandarin chinese. Most
frequently it is a sentence final particle that indicates completed ac-
tion, but it also can point to a change of status or to new information
that the recipients might not know and to which they should pay atten-
tion.

7. ,H A This is a time topic.

8. ft i{ \A Affi E This sentence is a pivot construction, and f{ is
perhaps the most common of all pivot verbs. ff expresses the impor-
tant act of causation: one has or lets (causes) someone do something.
The person or thing doing the action appears in the sentence as the
pivot. Here, Yang Zhu proposes a situation: .'suppose we have your
dog go out white and come back black." ih,jfr is the pivot. As this
sentence illustrates, this causative construction with ffi is a standard
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way of making a counterfactual proposition. Yang Zhu does not expect
this change ofcolor to happen. Indeed, he probably does not even be-
lieve it is possible, but he raises this hypothetical situntion to make his
point.

g. 6A ft E fi Here 6E is an auxiliary. The verb that is its object
(what we call the "main verb") is ffi. The object of ft is also a verb-
{E "to consider strange or blame"-that is nominalizedl. "there is no
considering strange/blaming" Yet whereas ffi can have verbs as its
object, HEmust have a verb as its object.

Questions

1. What is the tunction of ffiin (l)?

2. Is the relation between ffi and fr4 in (2) topic-comment or
verbr-verbz? Why?

3. Does fr[ have a direct object in (3)? If it does, what is it?

4. What is the grammatical function of ffi in (a)?

5. What is the function of S,in (5)?

6. What is the direct object of fftin (6)?

7. What part of speech is fi in (6)? Why?

Exercises

1. Diagram and translate the following sentences:

a. F^TE'##H 
/

b. F*Trerctuzffit

c. gHgt+1.^H1o

d. *kZXzKtrnl+Ht*
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2. Eorlhe foll.c-wi!€ trtlJ, what dses the character mean? (you may ;i
need to use a,dictioneryi

- -, ...: 'i r

A. ffiFffiHEtr. a : ' '. l : .,. . . , .:., -,,. ,:. . :.,.. :

'.:b. {fiFH,tl ,,,,.,, : j.'.
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c. rFKmtr
'- 
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d. % #.ffitll [This represents a,di$tihetionprcserved'in Can-
tonese.]


