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Lesson 7

Coverbs

In literary chinese, coverbs play the function served by prepositions in
English. However, coverbs are not prepositions and do not behave in
the same way. coverbs are a type of transitive verb. That is, they take
objects, can be modified bv nfi, negated by T, and marked for coordi-
nation by frtt. And perhaps most fundamentally, they describe an ac-
tion. The type of action they describe, howeveq is an attendant action,
something done in order to bring about the action of the mnin verb.
Although this quality of being the antecedent condition for the action
of the main verb is a possibility in all examples of coordination of
verbs, several verbs came regularly to play this subordinate function:

c6ng, o'to follow"
zi,'oto start from"
y6u,"to follow along"
yti,o'to give to" ) "to accompany"
yln, "to rely on"
yir"to grasp" > "to use"
wDi, "to act for the sake of"

Because these verbs were used with such frequency in coordinate
pairs, they acquired a special function and behavior.

Perhaps the most conspicuous sort of irregularity displayed by
coverbs is the way in which pf constructions are made:

Dlnil9.\hJ > FfrUBp.\A# , )Jfr, .
#{trFtr-H,t > #zFfr'$t,H , FflE&, .

or, in general CV * Ocv + MV> Ffr + CV + MV, Ocv &,.
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88 Lesson 7

Note the following conventions concerning particular coverbs: 
\

1. The character ffi, like all other coverbs, usually takes an object.
On occasion, however, E by itself without an objecl is used at the be-
ginning of a sentence to mean "relying on the entire situation re-
counted in the text above . . . ."

2. The common construction !X X m Y, means "to take X to be I."
From this expression grew the compound verb D) m, which means

"takes [it] to be . . . " > "belisvesthat. . . ."

3. There are two major possibilities for the construction

V, D}V,

a. The two verbs should be taken as MV*CV*Ocv where the
usual order has been reversed in order to stress thatV, is the object of
the coverb D): "Vtby means of V2." Consider

EZUfiS informedhim withfthe factof] his having erred

b. The verbs should be taken as yr m Vr, "V, and, by means of it,
Vr" That. is, J-X often is used to mnke clear the fact that the first verb is
the antecedent condition for the second. With tr1, we cannot know for
sure what the fact of coordination implies; l), removes that doubt, as in

IIE H DIR/ cultivate oneself /o await him

4. EJand !). often appear together. Consider:

4 tr t{ tX fE * Some rely on the branch to shake the leaves.

This is essentially equivalent to:

4itrf{ffifFH
That is, [] here returns to its fully verbal usage as the first of a pair of
coordinate verbs. Note, howeveq that D) replaces ffi as a marker of
coordination and, as in (3) above, strongly stresses the idea that E f{
defines the conditions under which the second action (fFH) occurs.
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Once Again:
The Function Word t|,in Verbal phrases

In the selection below, ft, appears four times at the end of sentences
with verbal comments. The function of this important and difficult
structure merits repeated explanation. In all four cases, the function is
the same: to turn an action into a general condition, a state of affairs.
For example:

Uffi Rr/11& [He] took [it] to be rhat [the animals] feared
the fox.

what the tiger believed is a categorical statement, a general proposi-
tion: the animals fear the fox not just this one time but always, and
such is simply the way things are.' Thus, in an important sense, the
sentence remains an identity statement,like any other nominal sen-
tence ending in &. Hence when the fox proclaims:

++ft+t' EEXFft'& . Now for you to eat me would
be a violation of the Heavenly Emperor's command.

he says this as a generally valid truth: "Not only is it a violation this
one time; it always has been and always will be a violation." The sen-
tence, being categorical, is far stronger than the verbal sentence with-
out the ft,.

Text:l!\ffi.F"W,(Sh E| K)
1. ffi*trSifrr HZ , '(+U\ "
2. 

'rlE+ffiFtAfit, 
.

3. Xffif*.+itrHHt , ++Afl ' tExffi'trp'& "
4. +U+i.ffi4li== ,Em+fr|tl , +W+kth. ,ffi,H
H^ZF.+kmffzi€+ .

L Pulleyblank(outline of classical chinese Grammnr,p. 1lg) explains this
usage as a type of continuative aspect marker.
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90 Lesson 7

s. F"lxffix , fiy.awzfi , HJ F.zYfr
6. ffi,Z^XnHiR.mft& , DlmRr/11& .

Vocabulary

hfi(n),fox F
jid. (v), to borrow \v
hil (n),tiger 14'

wdi (n),majesty, pres- ft
tige

UI

iH
I=
UL)

ET

*, tr K Zhdn gu6 cD, Strate- {A

gies of the Warcing ft
States, a quasi-historical r*'
collection of stories |)rE

about Warring States lk
persuaders ffi=-,ft,fi ffi

$ qiil(v),to seek H
tr' bdi,hundred > all types ffi

of 6
H shdu (n), animal

A shi (v),to eat

+ zI (n), master > you [po-
litel

gt gdn(av),to dare

ffi fr (n), emperor

zhing (v), to grow > (v)
be an elder (leader) to

ni (v), to go against

ming (n), decree, com-
mand

xin (v), to be trustworthy

xian (n), former [part]

sui (v), to follow

hbu (n),latter [part]

gwin (v), to observe

jidn (v), to see

gi (fw), [for this] reason

sz) (v), to follow > (adv)

accordingly

jie (adv), in all cases

wei (v), to fear

ji (n), oneself, third-
person reflexive pro-
noun

bbE
EIq

E,

Notes on the Text

1. H HJ The number P is used to represent "all of the many

For example, E frH "all of the many surnames" (i.e., everyone) and iff
+trX "the many philosophers [of the Warring States period]."
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2. + ffiFt A +n,&, ff can be a mild negative imperative. Here it
retains this quality: "You most certainly don't dare eat me." Note also
the final S,, which makes the sentence a statement of fact. This is a
strong assertion that borders on an order.

3. E U X trr* ft e The character ft means ,,this," but it often is
used at the beginning of a comment construction to refer to a much
longer topic, or a phrase that needs to be marked off as a topic: ..as for
what I have just mentioned, it . . . ." In such cases, the comment is it-
self an abbreviated topic (ft)-comment (EXffi'ft) construction.

4. E ffi + ft,Ij The problem here is with ffi : is it fourth tone,
meaning "for your sake" or second tone, meaning "I will enact . . . .',?
The two readings tell the same story about who goes first:

ffi1coueru1 *touj".tl * ft[raoain.r] lJlvuin u..ul for your sake, [I'll]
travel in front
ffiryert1* flnaoain.4 ft,ptoain"qlTtouj.rtl enact a "traveling in
front ofyou"

The commentaries seem to agree that it should be in second tone, but
that the usage here is slightly unusual.

5. ffiHHJ Zn+\ffiHtZifr* Theobjectof ffiis acomptexem-
bedded sentence (see Lesson 8). Its free, unbound sentence form is:

H gt F,+n frn Ft 4 fr * The animals see me, and dare they
not run away?

That is, the first half of the sentence (HHJ F,+\) is a normal declara-
tive sentence that sets up the conditions for the rhetorical question in
the second half (ffi T # *). The sentence is embedded, that is, it acts
like a noun (here, the direct object of ffi); this is accomplished by
placing a /between the topic and the comment.

6. ft Here ft is a one-word sentence: "[It] is like this.,, Moreover,
it is a verbal sentence rather than nominal.

7. WZT: This is a coverb construction. That is, in this case -fi{
does not serve to mark coordination of the two nouns ffiand /. First,
the ffi is too far away for this to be simple coordination. Moreover, tq
has a specificity of meaning here. Try substituting fft : the sentence
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gives a very different picture of the relationship of the two animals.
Now, instead of "traveling with" the fox, the tiger would be "following
him."

8. trft,/"-.Fn$ R |, & As this sentence shows, E, differs from ft in
an important way. H is a modifier, and fi ft would mean "The ani-
mals feared, themselves." Or "They feared of their own accord." The
author says instead that the animals fear the tiger. The f, often is used
in situations like this, in which the pronoun refers back to the speaker
in the framing sentence (in this case, the tiger who TXD rather than to
the actors ($ft) of the embedded action.

Questions

1. What is the function of ffi in (1)? What is the relationship between
the two actions?

What type of object is Sffiin (3)? Why?

What is the grammatical function of lhin (4)? How can you tell?

What is the relationship between ft,and rtin (5)?

What two verbs does fficonnect as coordinate in (6)?

What phrase does the first tr, in (6) mark as nominal? What is its
function?

Exercises

l. Translate

ftrHrEx

ffiHffi.€X

H {#+EX

H^HT{ FfrlEF*AX

,,

J.

4.

5.

6.
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ffiH*T#i€X

Change the following from a pf construction to a V.O sentence
and translate the sentence:

Example: Ffr 'Itr E* A .H,'li.& t ru ^H ! iE X

T9fr,t:)#RA&e,

FfiEt{fH,# a Fl,[.z &,

'.

,U+FfrWfrrrtr€lllFtrtd,

3. Change the following to a pf construction and kanslate the sen.
tence.

Example: tfi+FiEX+ Ff t4ffiX#ffiM

DJ,L'ffi4Atl^ZH,

93
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