
Lesson 4

The Modifier Ffi and

Nominalized Verbs

Consider an action:

John went to the store.

Where is the emphasis in this sentence? What is the most important in.
formation being conveyed? Consider the various ways to change the

stress:

John (not Robert) went to the store.

Johnwent to the store (but they didn't have what you wanted).

John went to the store (notto the movies).

All languages need ways of controlling the placement of emphasis in
telling a story. Literary Chinese has several direct and powerful gram-

matical structures that allow very precise control of how one talks
about an action. One of these is the important modifier EF, which re-
fers to the objects of verbs. Another structure is nominalization,
which allows one to talk about actions.

The Character ffi
Perhaps the greatest obstacle to understanding how EF works is our
"commonsense" view of how words refer to things. What, for example,
does the English word "tree" bring to mind? The shape, smell, and
growing pattern of pine trees differ from those of apple trees and ma-
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ples. Given the many different types of trees, how does ..tree', msan
anything at all? Yet we know what a tree is when we see one. ..Tree"

refers both to a set of attributes we associate with trees and to a set of
"things" we have seen and have learned to think of as trees. Based on
these two sets of information, if we encounter a plant we have never
seen before, we can make a judgment-"Yes, this is a tree," or .,No, it
is not." The judgment may not be right from a biologist's perspective,
and we may be forced to revise our sense of what plants belong to the
category "tree." As this example shows, understanding even a seem-
ingly simple word like o'tree" involves complex processes of abstrac-
tion and comparison. Words are labels for what we might call "differ-
ential sets": sets of objects and attributes marked by their difference
from other sets of objects and attributes. All words are complex, even
if most of the time the inner machinery of human language processing
hides this complexity from us.

pfi, like all other words, is a label. It is the label that allows us to
refer to a set of objects selected simply for their role as objects of
verbs. Why would one want to refer to such a "thing." Consider the
following examples:

l. ++'&ffi " Master LI went to the market.
2. ++Fn& , fr&. Where Master Li went was the market.
3. ++ffi'& , (nJ.fr, " Where was it that Master Li went?
4. ETfu++m'tI . I do not know where Master Li went.

In the first version of the sentence, we cannot know where the empha-
sis should be placed. In the second sentence, however, the V-O pair
has been split apart, and the verb, the action of going, has been shifted
into the topic. All that remains in the comment is what had been the
object-"market." The character ffi makes possible this shift to talk-
ing about the object of a verb. Notice that in the third and fourth sen-
tences one can refer to an object of a verb even when one does not
know what the actual object is. Consider another sentence of the gen-
eral form:

5. +lA X . leatX. (Xis the object)

6. X , +kFfi&.& . X: "what I eat" (X is moved to the topic
position)
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Anywhere you might want to use the variable X (Objectsrr), you can
use FfiA:

7. +hffi&.lfr+kfilF . Something I ateupsetmy stomach.
8. +kTfu+hffi&AWW " I don't know what I ate.
9.  ffiEtrAtb . People were withoutanything to eat.

Nominalization of Verb s

Sometimes, instead of wishing to refer to an objecr of the verb, one
wants to point to an acfion in its entirety:

10. ?tffi'EH4+ It is already late for going to the marka.
11. HfIffi He forgot to go to the market.
12.'&fr#F#'e, The one who went to the market was my

brother.

The simplest way to nominalize a verb is to use it as the topic of a sen-
tence (10) or the object of another verb (l l). Such a change in function
can be implicit, unmarked by any grammatical particle, or one can use
the explicit nominalizing function word E,to clearly mark the nomi-
nal usage, as in (12). Note that verb + # can refer to the action of the
verb, the fact of that action, or to the person who performs the action.

rext: *tJ tr * fttl (E tt+fr)
r.re^EwiT#,
2. ^HftilHtr+K'TA O

3. E 4 4 F, FI E E fiil ZFfr :IMIgf. o

4. ffir , |flfRFn4-t^^*z o

5. # E,Tt * ' Rflftil 411 .

6. *ftil#Lt , TIF*+ o
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Vocabulary

*tJ ki (v), to cut Ffr sud (adj), [points to ob-

# zhdu (n),boat jectl

* qiti (v),to seek |rc c6ng (cv)'to follow

fiil iidn (n),sword rL' zhi (v), to stoP

E t\+fil< Lii shi chunqiil (n), a )\ ril (v)'to enter

book written by Lfi 
^ 

shul (n),water
Btw6i ET+ in the late J
warring stail;;;il:-- : 

zht (n)' him' her' them' it

re chti (n),an early chinese E yi (v)' to bring to an

state end > (adv), already

W shd (v),to cross 'fr xing (v)' to travel

ir iiang(n), river 4 yi (fw)' [final: change of
state]

H zi (cv),to come from # rud (v),to resemble
W zhui (v),to fall ffi ci(n), this
ft yrt (tw)[locative marker] 

z<rlF x+ bfi yixhfr,,,rsitnot*E jil (v),to be swift > X!"
swiftlY * hud (v),to be confused,

4 qi (v),to cu! carve deluded, misguided

E s&i (n), this + hil (tw) [final: "!" or "?"]

F wil (n),1, me

Grammatical Notes

1. HI+IA The character E nominalizes the phrase lbil. It is
perhaps best to take ffi in the way suggested by its usual translation
into Japanese, that is, as mono, or "thing." That is, # is a noun that is
modified by the phrase i4il anO functions as the object otF...
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2. Htr+ Here the character fi is a coverb. Its object is ffF,
"[the place] in the boat." Remember that S is a noun. The main verb
here is S.
3. EfA^ The character ft explicitly marks locative objects (or,
more generally, locative case) in literary Chinese. Like f,fr, the ex-
plicit marker of verb coordination, R is not required: in )r.zK (line 4),
for example, fK '\rater" is the locative object of y'. "enter." Authors
use fi\ (or T or *) either to avoid ambiguity or for stylistic or rhe-
torical reasons.

4. Fn'.treW Coverbs take objects. A variation on the usual paffern for
![ + verb allows one to talk about the object of a coverb. That is, if we
have an initial phrase:

'(re.xr6 . Utl fell from X.

Then we can talk about the object X:

X# , Ffr'lreWe, o x is the place from which [it] fell.

The traveler, then, is explaining what is so important about the place
he has just marked: "This is the place from which my sword fell."
This pattern of m * coverb + main verb is in fact common. See the
exercises below.

5. *fiil#Itt The structure here is topic (*firj)-ca mment (#LL).
In turn, the whole four-character phrase is the topic of the comment 6
/F*+. Note that the verb-object pair *ftrl becomes implicitly nomi-
nalized.

Questions

1. What is the function of 2 in (3)?

2. What is the relation of nzk to *Z in (a)?

3. What is the function of ffi in (5)? How would you translate it?

4. What is the larger point of this parable? One account describes the
river crosser as tr #t T fu E tr . Does this description seem
appropriate? What are the political implications of this story?
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Exercises

A. Diagram the following sentences. In each case, explain the rela-
tionship between the sentences in the group.For example,

In this sentence, !fi, is the ob-
ject of the verb t+. (# modi-
fies ff, and the phrase F# #
is the topic, about which t+ fu
is the comment.)

tr, The object of the verb has now
become the commenf. Instead
of the verb-object pair sharing
the stress, the single word ft, is
now alone in the comment po-
sition.

For direct objects

a. iFir#*fi{I.

ff[a ' wir#Fftf.fr, "

*#Efrfrr=Fft&Tti .

b. ff#+ffi "

ffi#1+tu

IJtJ
T-C

1.

*frazFn+' DFE .
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c. *)\X+ffiZf,frA "

+wffia'*LFfrXtu"

d, F+€KZ'g "

i

ffiLa.{lsawy,E'

Dl+nffiAffi4f* ' '' fNote: DJ A'ffi 'B '='!takes r{ to be 3'"]

D}ffiA7-:XFfrFFEIffi .:

HaffiffiLz.ay."

ffii\Zg.,Haqnffi&'

2. Far loeative obiects

a. fr"t18+ "
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^ 
11 , E^zFt&'

b. K€.

ffi€ft#ffi.

t.

wffiF.# '*m&,

wffiF'afffi '884.
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l. -*ittr coverbs

a. fiil{fttrEt{^ "

friJZffil#:Wn^A'#& "

re^Alfr "

reil'3,J$si12Ffr'{trWt+zk# .
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b. t DJtf#E "

*LffiD)ffifr# ' *& "

B.Changethefollowingsentencessothattheobjectoftheverbbe.
comes the comment:

ExanrPle: Xflffiffi Lia'lt t *Xffiffi ' ffi LZjyl&'

a. €' tHffi'

b. **#"&fr,

c. X,,\4F+ffi:ftfr'

d. KHft6

C.Changethefollowingsentencessothattheobjectofthecoverb
becomes the comment:

Example: WD)friJ#.Lt WFfrD,l.#  ' fiil&

1. wrcu+€ "

2. T'Dlwfg-&"

3. Dlx9fiaffiz "
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