
Lesson 2

Parts of Speech

Readers of literary Chinese must always be aware of the flexibility of
word-classes. Depending on context, verbs become nouns, nouns be-
come verbs, and,intransitive verbs (verbs without direct objects) be-
come transitive.

In general we have two major ways of determining what part of
speech-what role-a character has in a sentence. A character's
regular usage is an important initial guide for deciding its word-class.
However, classical usage often is different from modern. For example,
the character fi frequently is a verb, "to say," in literary Chinese,
whereas in modern Mandarin it usually is a noun, "word." Therefore,
for beginning students of literary Chinese, concordances can be very
useful for establishing how a character was used in a particular period
or by a particular author.

Context provides the second major guide to a character's word-
class. The overall structure of the sentence usually tells you the role of
a particular word (see Introduction). In the end, a character's position
in the sentence is more important than its usual usage.

Dictionaries for Reading Literary Chinese

Most small dictionaries, whether Chinese-Chinese or Chinese-English,
are woefully inadequate for the study of pre-modern texts. Luckily,
scholars in China and Japan have produced large but usable dictionar-
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ies. One should become familiar with them as quickly as possible. The
two best dictionaries are:

Morohashi Tetsuji =aE ffi W. 1l nofmnwa jiten X ,H 4o 'fr? *
(Tokyo: Taishukan shoten, 1955-1960), 12 vols.

and

Hdny'il ddcididn iX ;* ji #l $ (Hong Kong: Sanlian, 1987),12
vols.

These dictionaries are organized in the traditional radical + stroke-
count format. That is, each character is constructed of a general clas-
siffing element (the radical) and, unless the character is itself a radi-
cal, some other elements, often used to indicate the sound. For exam-
ple:

t* "cassia tree" (gui, *kiweg) : fr (radical #75) + ! (gut,
*kiweg), 6 strokes

1 "river" Qiang, *kilng) : zJ< (radical #85) + I (gong,
*kung),3 strokes

In other cases, the character as a whole portrays a meaning, but the
traditional classification system selects one part ofthe character as the
radical, as in

_L: - (radical #1) + two strokes (the upperpart)

Consider the entries in the ,X ;* j: #l 4 that are relevant to reading

ffi as yD in the text for this lesson. First is the entry for ffi itself.

-2 
[yir ( rffi ) rEt/,*E,E]el]#ffi " (( i* . zJ.

l\l:J TH'tE ):"m+tAH6&.+ktLo",E+f fi ( F
,'l'l A tF X>) Z*i "D)jt 4 NHE-# W o "

This is the second pronunciation listed for ffi in the dictionary. The
entry uses a standard format. First it gives afdnqii reading from one of
the early rhyming dictionaries, in this case the Gudngyiln lE frF .

Shown here is the first definition, which consists of two sections: a
definition in modern Chinese (written in simplified characters), fol-
lowed by citations from early texts as examples of actual uses.

The next example is for the phrase X ffi. The phrase is under "ft"
and listed according to the stroke-count offfi (8 strokes).
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t xNl xF4ffi . frttr*E (HEXft) :..iExffiZ'ffi
ffi'+ ,ffiHAZIFH" (qiE . z++tlFrlj{€> rx€'H 'xNf6€."

once again, the dictionary first gives a definition and then offers ex-
amples. (The second example occurs in the lesson below, even though
the dictionary cites the { ?e rather than $f, jF +.)

rext: XtrH ( # jF il
r. XHH  ' xffifl#'F "

2.H+E:Tf,A,,L,\TH#"
3.Hltr Z>tf"T
4. H,mR tt4Ft o ft.twany^r&, .

s. HXEE4+ ' tr1 ffiN'^Zy "

Vocabulary

E' fr @), to be wealthy rA

W)F+ H6n F€i Zi,Waning
States Legalist/Taoist ,L,
philosopher

,( tidn(n), sky, heaven H4

m yil @),rain >yi (v), to
rain ,R

fl6 qidng (n), wall lfll
I* hudi (v),to break Z
H qi (adj), his, hers, its,

their

+ zi(n), son

E yue (v), to say

zhit (n), a ram > (v), to
ram earth for a wall

bi (v), to be necessarily
SO

jidng (adv) [tuture
marker]

ddo (n),thief

lin (n), neighbor

zhi (fw) [marker of ex-
plicit subordinationl

fi (n), father

yi (adv), also

yfin (v), "to say [it]"
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.ri (n), evening

zhi (v), arrive

gD (adv), therefore

yd (fw), ffinal: nominal
phrasel

jid (n), household

shin (adv), extremely

zhi (v), to.be wise

yi (v),to dou\ suspect

Grammnr Notes

1. X N In sentence 1, the second half of the line could be read as a

topic-comment: "As for the sky's rain: the wall broke." However, the

more natural reading is simply as a pair of topics with verbal com-

ments: "The sky: rained; the wall: broke." In this second reading,

however, ffi changes from a noun into a verb. This possibility is well

established in classical usage.

2. 4i rff Although there is no doubt that cA is a verb (it is negated by

Zi ), the character initially referred to a rod used to ram earth; only

later was the meaning transferred from the tool to the action of using

that tool. Such transferences were common.

3. #F A In literary Chinese, nouns (if[ ) easily modiff other nouns

(l). Since not all characters that modiSz nouns are adjectives, and

most of what we consider adjectives in English also are stative verbs

(fi"red", zjr"small"), it is best initially to use "modifier" rather than

"adjective."

4. S usually is a noun meaning 'osunset," but the use of ffi, a marker

of coordination between verbs, forces us to treat it as a verb, "the sun

sets."

5. R The character ft essentially means "fruit" (a noun), but very

early it came to refer to results that arise from an action, "the fruit"

mil (n), sunset > (v), the

sun sets

er (fw) [explicit verb co-
ordinatorl

gud (adv), as anticipated

dd (v), great > (adv)

greatly

wdng (v),leave, flee

cdi (n),wealth

ci (n), this
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and "to bear fruit" (a verb), as it were. Then by extension, R and R
ft took on the adverbial meaning ooas we might expect from such cir-
cumstances," or more simply "in fact."

6. t t Ordinarily t is a verb, "to be big." Here, however, since it
clearly modifies f, it becomes an adverb meaning "greatly."

7. 1i ^H Fd The verb f usually means "to go, depart, leave." It does
not take a direct object. Here, however, H Ft clearly serves as a direct
object. When an intransitive verb takes a direct object, the verb ac-
quires a causative meaning: here f { fl{ becomes "causes his wealth
to go."

8. fri t t S, This comment illustrates the nominalization of a ver-
bal sentence with the function word t,. The sentence ends an expla-
nntion of a situation: "Thus it was a case of (or a mntter of) )\t."
9. E tr ^H + The verb ff usually means "to be wise" (often in a
crafty way) and is intransitive. Here 

^H + is its direct object. This is
another example of the rule explained in (7), and the phrase means
o'sause (or take) his son to be wise."

Exercises

l. Translate the following pairs of phrases to reflect the changes in
word-class. Look up any character you do not understand.

Nouns ) Verbs

a. F+ffiF4.

xN"

b. XHEfrk4EEH7--ffi"

Hffi*tt4F.4.
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Intransitive Verbs ) Transitive Verbs

C. H+TE "

-E-XWSH+ "

Verbs ) Adverbs

d. HFd ztt "

tt4Ht "

Note that some verbs in both English and literary Chinese can be

either transitive or intransitive in normal usage:

The plate broke.
John broke the plate.

Translate:

f61F.
(

tffil#flH "

Translate the following and indicate what shifts in word-class have

occurred. (Ifyou do not know a character or expression, use a dic-

tionary.)

H+HEfiHEM F HEF

XEFST?trfT

2.

a
J.
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Write the radical for each of the following characters; explain
what it means and why the radical is used in that character; then
indicate the number of strokes in the remainder of the character.

a. 1fl3

ht'-
IIl

^+trv. -El

d. flg

atEv. ,4<

Look up the following characters and copy the entries that explain
their usage in the story "ft El E 7\."

^Ed.4

b.L

Reference: This is the context for (fr tr E'  ) in lF gF t:
€ a $fr a\ax{t frE " frkftv}F-_ttfiE# uHq H " E F{ ft
ff+H ' E',&.HF . -#E{k#. t*EfiHESf E ' 6EE{t "
frAn*ffirytzE' fiE, nffi7_E,&, " *:alXZ, lE& " fiE

Erfrz " n,€[Jffi#,e " aT,fffigJ. €ll E€fiE , 4nZ " XH
H  . 

'tffi'fl61F 
. ^H+a ,4#, 'y,t$HNA.. HiS 

^ZX/F7 " HffiRttHH4 " HxEg^s+ffiAt#t 
^Zy 

" -
^-=,fr.#'EH&. 

E#m%r, , ffi#F.ht " FU)FNIZW& " ffi
ZFUWA,. ($f tF+ ,d,W)
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