
Lesson 8

Embedded Sentences

The goal of the introductory chapters of this textbook is to stress how
authors writing in literary chinese create ever more complex sentences
from the simple building blocks of topic-comment, verb-object, modi-
fier-modffied (subordinate), and, coordinate grammatical pairings. We
have seen the importance of the technique of controlling emphasis
through topicalization. We also have seen the various sorts of nomi-
nalizations that allow one to create larger, nested grammatical units.

A final key feature in the creation of complex sentences in literary
Chinese is the embedded sentence. What is an embedded sentence? A
sentence is embedded when a sentence replaces a noun in a grammati-
cal structure. For example:

1. "Mary has the measles.oo

2. "I know that."
3. "I know Mary has the measles.on

In the second sentence, "that", a noun, is the object of "know." The
third sentence then replaces the "that" with the entire first sentence,
which is now the object of "know." Therefore, in the third sentence,
"Mary has the measles" is an embedded sentence and the object of
o'know." If one wanted to mark the sentence explicitly as embedded,
one could rewrite (3) as:

4. "I know thatMary has the measles."
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The phrase "that Mary has the measles" is the "completed form" of the
embedded sentence: this completed form can be used in many situa-
tions:

5. *That Mary has the measles is a shame."

but not

{'6.

The point is that there are specific rules in English for indicating and
using embedded sentences. The same is true in literary Chinese, but
the rules are different.

7. fiUy'.zj< "
8. R.Z "
e. .f,fiUAzj< "

and, to use the completed form:

10.-F, &\Z)',4< "
The most common form of embedded sentence in literary Chinese is
illustrated in sentence (10):

*topic /*comment
The asterisks serve as a reminder that in the completed form, what had
been the topic of the sentence is now a nndifier and the comment is
now the head of the noun phrase. Note that

a. the /is optional; and
b. if the topic is well understood, then *topic + Z is replaced

bv {.
Text: +8ffi(ft +)

Ht F"1 {4;H iE *zffi" .
E Htr=&, " {F-x'&, EtEmU . tltrFffiffig' FU*ftX
Ibzrs . H ffiffi,&' E-C#tfilE. ft ft., && " E ffi#Ffr +.
&, )F#*+€frrrqn Z&. llHTIRlr'\,L,, FU ffi*. " +k*{E E+
*Hf;n #, UHrf Z&,. ,L,H$Hffin[ ' ,l],, nE,, nErtF
& " ^tr.#fr * "
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I. X €'HHtrZZKFffi+EZA "

2. EEftFf; ' ;HH E' +B'tr4 . AHhffiF4 "

3. H+@m/ts+nz " ffiFUtH4 .

4. XT ZTHhffie#HR"
5. UffiffiAffiAz'E,nffiffiA&"
6. WrZF#, IEHA&"
7. )F-ifttrA'frxXEZ.

Vocabulary

lE y,i (v), to pull

ffi mido (n), sprouts

#.+ Mdng Zi,the Confucian
philosopher Mencius

Ft gdn (v), to dare to

dH wii (v), to refer to

lgfr( hdordn (v), to be vast,
expansive

qi (n), breath, pneuma

ruln (v), to be difficult >
to be diffrcult to . . .

zhi (v), to arrive > (adv)
the most

gdng (v), to be hard

zht (v), to be direct,
straight > (n) direct
straightness

ydng (v),to nourish

sD (v), to block, fill up

p?i (v), to be a match
for, equal

yi (n), righteousness

ddo (n), road > the Way

ndi (v), to be famished

jf (v), to gather together

xi (v), to win by luck
(military term)

qil (v), to take, grasp in
hand

xing (n), deportment,
what one does

qidn (v), to resent; {
j'jft > to be dissatisfied

xin (n), hearVmind
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E+ Gdo Zi, a Confucian
philosopher, rival to
Mencius

g chdng (v), to try out >
(adv), once (had the ex-
perience of)

*H wii chdng (adv), not yet
once

,f wdi (n),the outside >
(v), take to be outside

n wii, thought to be afusion
of&Z,"Don't...it."

E zhdng (v), to stand
straight > to set straight

E rud (v), to resemble, be
like

ffi min (v),to pity

ft chdng (v), to be long >

zkdng (v), grow long

€Eft nuing nuing rdn(v),
to be weary

* rdn (v),to be like this >
(fiv),ina...manner

Ffi gui (v),to retum

;H wii (v), to address, to
speak to

+ jin (n), now

E ri (n), sun > day

)E bing (v),to be sick,
weary

A yfi (n),I, me

Ert zhit (v), to help

@ qu (v),to rush

'If. wdng (v), to go to

+R sfti (v), to see, look at

ffi gdo (v),to wither, dry
out

XT tidn xid, all under
heaven > the realm

H gud (v),to be few

U. . .ffi yf wii (v), to take to
be, make

A yi (v), to increase > to
benefit

A shd (v),to set aside, re-
ject f$

ffi, yrtn (v),to weed

)FtE fti fin,not only

)F fti (v),not [of the
class . . .l

|ft tfi (v),to be in vain >
(fw), only

X ydu(adv),again

g hdi (v),to harm
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Notes on the Text

1. Ft F"]. . . . The initial, unnumbered text is the context in fr f in
which this well-known story appears. This discussion of jE *Zffijn
fact is more famous than the story of the pulling on the sprouts.

2. H H ffi Z 4i tr ffi+tr/ The entire section is a long nominal-
ized phrase (see note 8 below) that serves as the object of 6 . More-
over, within this nominalized phrase is an embedded sentence of the
formtopic /comment:

^HHZ{fi his sprouts, not growing

The original form of the sentence is:

^Hffi4F His sprouts do not grow.

3. E E * This is a typical descriptive adverbial construction: X
ft+verb.
4. + E )fr 4 Note the use of Q here. As we have seen before, it
conveys the sense that the preceding statement is new information to
which the listener ought to pay attention. It has both the sense of a
change of state and a slight emphatic quality.

5. FIS H R This is a pivoting verb construction. IIe helps the
sprouts, but it is the sprouts themselves that grow. ffi is a pivof, which
grammatically remains an objecf. Note the phrase Eh Z ft in (6),
where the pronoun / has replaced ffi.
6. ffiffi|f.+F,Z There are three coordinate verbs in this phrase: ffi,
li , and, ffi. The question, then, is why is the ffi between ffi and, la?
How does the sentence differ from

6'.. ffitiffi+fr.z
The emphasis in both sentences is on the half after the ffi. In the first
version, Mencius stresses that the sonswent to see, whereas in (6') the
emphasis is focused more narrowly on the final result, their looking at
the sprouts. The fronting of the verb @ de-emphasizes it-indeed it
becomes all but reduced to a simple modifier-and is the verbal par-
allel to topicalization.
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7. ffi' FU tH 4 The particle FU is a strong rhetorical mnrker of the
topic as an exposed element. There is no real doubt that "sprouts" is
the topic here, but the fiU, by separating the topic offin an exposed po-
sition, marks it for emphasis: "As for the sprouts . . . .,' yes, what
about them?'oWell, they had already dried out."

8. X T ZT WJ H F # H^ All embedded verbal sentences are
necessarily nominalized because they replace a noun and therefore oc-
cupy a noun slot, but not all nominalized verbs are parts of embedded
sentences. Although the phrase x T ZT ErtH fr in this example
looks like an embedded sentence, "All-under-heaven's not helping the
sprouts grow,'o the sentence refers to a complete situation-an actor
doing an action-that would be too restrictive in its reference. Instead,
the nominalized verb construction allows one to refer either to any
person who performs the action (anyone who doesn,t help) or to the
action itself ([instances ofl not helping). Moreover, it is relatively rare
for complete sentences to modifu the abstract noun fi.
9. f In the development of Chinese characters, radicals were fre-
quently added at some later point to distinguish different uses of the
same character, which often had different pronunciations that reflected
the difference in meaning. A is one such character. Among frequently
occurring characters, other examples are:

ffi canbe shu6, "to explain," shui, "to persuade',, or yuA, ,W,
"to please"

ftg canbe 7hi, "to know", or zhi, €, "to be wise or shrewd,'

A particularly diffrcult problem arises in the phrase E S "nourish
life." It can also mean F 1+ "to nourish one,s nature.,' fn early writ-
ings, it is not easy to tell from the text which altemative is meant.

10. lF ?fr. . . ffi X This is a standard construction: when you see the
first half, you should expect to find some variant of the second half
soon.
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Questions

l. What is the rhetorical function of the ffiin sentence (1)?

2. What is the grammatical relationship between EEand E in (2X

3. What is the grammatical function of + E in(2)2

4. What is the relationship between the two "sentences" in (2)? Are
they coordinate?

5. Where is the division between topic and comment in (a)? What is
the rhetorical effect?

6. What two verbs does ffimark as coordinate in (5)?

7. Is (5) a verbal or nominal sentence? What about (6)?

8. To what does the /refer in (5)? in (6)? in (7)?

Exercises

1. Rewrite the following pairs of sentences as single sentences.

gt"gRffi"ffi,Txnz"

E S .E,+t . i5ffi,Z "

#^z*Ef|J . M.^Ez.

2. Find two embedded sentences in the previous lessons. Rewrite
them as pairs ofseparate sentences.

a.

b.


