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Varieties of language and register

1.1

Introduction

It has been several centuries since non-native speakers around the
world first began systematically learning the Chinese language.

In imperial China, the Jesuit order published Chinese language
textbooks for use by their missionaries. Chinese has been widely
taught in universities and colleges in the West for many decades now,
and the demand for Chinese language instruction has been increasing
steadily, to the point where it is now taught in many secondary and
even primary schools in Europe and North America. If grammar

is considered in the narrower sense of rules for the expression of
differences in case, number, person, tense, and voice, then Chinese

is said by some to have little or very simplistic grammar. As a resul,
learning Chinese often has been believed to be a tedious exercise

in rote memorization of words and expressions. However, as a
human language, Chinese definitely has a well-ordered structure and
organization, and therefore has a grammar.

From the learner—user’s point of view, Chinese grammar also
needs systematic treatment, so that learning can become a more
logical and orderly process. Once basic grammar has been mastered
in a number of conventional contexts, one must proceed to develop
command of a more extensive vocabulary in a variety of different
situations and contexts in order to truly master it. It is the intention
of Using Chinese to address these and a variety of other issues, with
a view towards making the learning of Chinese a more sensible and
pleasant experience. In this book, the target language is modern
standard Chinese, IACIE  xiandai Hanyu, also called Mandarin,
the standard spoken form: i 1§ putonghul; the standardized
(generally known as the simplified) character form, AT jiintizi,
is used for the written script; and the Romanization adopted is
the % pinyin system, or more officially: the Scheme for the
Chinese Phonetic Alphabet, which has been officially used in
China since 1958 and has now become the most widely used
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Romanization system in textbooks and dictionaries around the
world. On January 1, 2001, “The Law of the People’s Republic
of China on the Standard Spoken and Written Language” went
into effect. In this law the above-mentioned spoken, written, and
Romanization forms are proclaimed as the standard.

The Chinese language, "' 3 Zhéngwén, has a written history that
can be traced back to about the middle of the second millennium BCE.
It is one of two branches of the Sino-Tibetan family of languages and
is used by the Han Chinese, W% Hanz(, who make up 91.59% of
China’s 1.3 billion people, and by many Chinese who live elsewhere
on every inhabited continent and on major islands around the world,
estimated at around 30 million. The other 8.41% of the population
in China speak one of many minority nationality languages, such
as Mongolian, Tibetan, Uyghur, Dai, Naxi, Korean. The Chinese
language in its many dialect forms is the native tongue of more people
than any other language in the world, English being the second most
widely spoken native tongue. Chinese is also one of the six official
languages of the United Nations, the others being English, Arabic,
French, Russian, and Spanish. Mandarin, i pttonghua, the
standard language of China, is the native dialect of about 71% of its
population, and is also spoken by educated speakers of other dialects.
Mandarin is also the official language in Taiwan, and is one of the
official languages in Singapore. In its broadest sense the Chinese
language refers to all of the Chinese “dialects,” so called because
although they all read and write the same characters for the same
meaning, their pronunciation of the same characters may differ as greatly
as the Romance languages of Europe differ in their pronunciation of the
same Latin root words, or their pronunciation of the Arabic numerals.
The Chinese language, in both its written and spoken aspects, has been
evolving for several millennia, but most historical linguistics scholars
would say that the “modern Chinese” (Mandarin) era began around the
time of the early Qing Dynasty (1644-1911).

There are a number of Chinese terms for the Chinese language:
“Pif Hanyt” meaning “Han language” and “rhy Zhodngwén,”

a more general term meaning “Chinese language” and "1 [E 1
Zhonggué hua” meaning “Chinese speech.” There are also different
terms used for what we call “Mandarin”: “Ab77iE béifﬁnghuzl”
meaning “northern speech”; “JF 18 i putonghua” meaning common
speech” in mainland China; ““ﬁlﬁ Huiyu” meaning “Chinese
language mostly used by overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia, and [
% gubdylt” meaning “national language” used mostly in Taiwan.

1.2

The Chinese language and its distribution

1.2.1

Modern Chinese

When we speak of the “modern Chinese language,” LR
xiandai Hanyt, or Mandarin 3l i putonghua, we refer to the
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1.2 The Chinese language and its distribution

language that is based on the northern dialect, taking Beijing
pronunciation as its standard and taking well-known vernacular
writings as the standard for its grammar. The origin of the term
that we translate as “Mandarin” Chinese appears to be the older
term “F i guanhua” which literally means “official speech.” The
English word “mandarin” is traceable to a Sanskrit term “mantrin,”
meaning “minister.” The distinction between “Chinese language”
and “Mandarin” is not just an academic one, for you may hear a
Cantonese speaker say “Ngoh sik gong Jungmahn, ngh-sik gong
gwok-yueh,” meaning “I speak Chinese, but not Mandarin.” This
makes sense when we consider that Mandarin is one of several
dialects, all of which are “Chinese.” While most urban Chinese
today will be able to speak, or at least understand, Mandarin, it is
spoken as the native tongue of Chinese in the area north of the
Changjiang (Yangtze) River, and west of Hunan and Guangdong
provinces.

Apart from Mandarin, other important dialect groups include: Wi
(including Shanghainese), spoken in Jiangsu Province and Zhejiang
Province; Min (Fukienese), spoken in Fujian Province, Taiwan, and
Southeast Asia; Yue (Cantonese), spoken in Guangdong, Guangxi,
Hong Kong, North America, and elsewhere by the Chinese diaspora;
and K¢jia (Hakka), spoken mostly in Guangdong and Jiangxi
provinces. Following the growth of more universal education and
mass media over the past century, Mandarin is now spoken by most
educated Chinese in most cities throughout China.

Regional differences in spoken Chinese — the dialects

Most people living in northern, northeastern, and southwestern
China, amounting to about three-quarters of all Chinese, are native
speakers of a Mandarin sub-dialect: Beijing Mandarin, Shandong
Mandarin, Sichuan Mandarin, etc. As mentioned above, the
remaining quarter of the Chinese-speaking population is composed
of about seven other major dialects, which mostly are mutually
unintelligible. Their differences in pronunciation might be compared
to the differences between French, Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese
among the Romance languages.

Regional differences — within Mandarin

Regional differences in pronunciation of Mandarin within China are
as great or greater than the varieties of English as spoken in England,
Scotland, Ireland, Australia, the United States, and Canada. The
difference between a Mandarin sub-dialect and a dialect is that sub-
dialect speakers can mostly understand each other’s speech, while the
different dialects are often mutually unintelligible.
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124

Major Chinese dialect distribution:

Representative place
Pop. | where dialect is Region where

Dialect (%) | spoken dialect is spoken

SLBLiRT 71 | Jb5t Béijing N of the Changjiing

ptitdonghua River Ki[L & SW
China

2 wa 9 | i Shanghii g IR, B
Shanghai, Stizhou,
Hangzhou

W Xiang 5 | K Chingsha ¥ Hanan

. yue 5 | 7 Guingzhou 7P, TR

(Cantonese) Guingxi, Guingdong

[ Min 4 | North: #i/ll Fazhou | #iE, &,

(Fukienese) South: &[] Xiamén | Fg Fajian, Tiiwan,
Hiinan

KX Kejia | 4 | Mg Méixian Mostly in

(Hakka) Guidngdong,
Jiangxi, and Hakka
communities in SE
China

#% Gan 2 | ¥ & Nanching TLVY Jiangxi

The spoken language

Spoken Chinese is an analytic, or isolating, language meaning that
the vast majority of all morphemes, or syllables, are meaningful units
of speech, which may in turn be combined with other meaningful
syllables to form new words. There are only around 400 syllables in
Modern Standard Chinese. Below are a few examples to illustrate the
difference in the “feel” of a language whose words are mostly made
up of meaningful syllables.

English

Chinese

crane

HLFAL qi-zhong-ji (raise-heavy-machine)

department store

public-managed)

H 172 7] bii-huo-gong-si (100-goods-

elevator

HUBR dian-t1 (electric-stairs)

encyclopedia

total-book)

FRME P bii-ké-quan-shi (100-category-
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English Chinese

escalator VEHS giin-t1 (rolling-stairs)

library K] 51H th-shii-guin (chart-book-building)
microscope WIS xiin-wéi-jing (reveal-tiny-lens)
ophthalmology HRE} yin-ké (eye department)

pedometer TP A% ji-bu-qi (count-step-tool)

radio e ML shou-yin-ji (receive-sound-machine)
surgery ANE} wai-ké (external-department)
university K&~ da-xué (major-learning)

telescope H B wang-yuin-jing (gaze-far-lens)
zebra Pt ban-ma (striped-horse)

All varieties (i.e. dialects or sub-dialects) of the Chinese language are
tonal. Each Mandarin syllable has four tones, although not all toned
syllables are meaningtul syllables in modern Chinese.

The four tones

{st

A\ 4

There is also a “neutral” tone, which could be considered as a fifth tone.

First tone (high-level):

ma, “U%, mother”

Second tone (high-rising): ma, “Bk, hemp”

Third tone (dip-low-rising): mi, “L, horse”

Fourth tone (falling): ma, “%, scold”

Neutral tone (“toneless”): ma, ", verbalized question
mark

These tonal distinctions are “built into” each spoken syllable, with

or without reference to the Chinese character that would be used to
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1.2.5

write each different syllable. For example, the difference between “3%
% mii cai” and “SZ3E mai cai” is significant: the former means “buy
groceries,” while the latter means “sell groceries.” “U4 4% % & Mama ma
mi” means “Mom scolds the horse” while “ 5 {345 M3 mi Mama”
means “The horse scolds Mom.” Actually the meaning of the sample
sentence “Mama ma ma,” depending upon the context of the utterance,
may be more general or more specific, and either singular or plural:

“(The) Mom(s) scold(s) (the) horse(s).”

In the context of speaking about things that happened yesterday,
the utterance “Miama ma ma” would mean:

“(The) Mom(s) scolded (the) horse(s).”

Verbs are not conjugated in Chinese. If it is not clear whether
we are talking about something in the past, present, or future, we
may add a time expression before the verb or at the beginning of
the utterance: for example, “UDILIER 5 ) Mama zudtian ma mi,”
or “WERIGYE % 5 Zudtian mama mi mi” where “WEK zudtian,
yesterday” shows it is a past action. Thus there is no need for
verbalized declension to show past, present, and future tense of verbs
in Chinese, since “yesterday” (or “today” or “tomorrow” or “last
year”), which must always be expressed or implied before the verb,
removes the need for the addition of tense markers in verbs.

Nor is there any need to verbalize distinctions between singular
and plural forms of nouns. If it is necessary to refer specifically to
more than one of a noun, it may be preceded by a specific number,
or by “some,” or “a few,” or “many.”” Once you have uttered a
number or a pluralizer like “several,” then it is perfectly clear that the
noun which follows has been pluralized, so there is no need to mark
it any further: 45 shii, book or books; — AT yibén shi, one book;
AT lidngbén shi, “two book”; {8 % 15 héndus shii, “many
book”; JLANF, jibén sha, “a few book,” etc., is every bit as clear as
“one book, two books, many books or a few books.”

One way to turn an indicative sentence into an interrogative
sentence 1is simply to add the interrogative particle (verbalized
question marker) “" ma” at the end of the sentence. Thus, to ask
the question “Does/Do Momy(s) scold(s) (the) horse(s)?” we may
simply say: “U%4% 5 14?2 Mama ma mi ma?”

The written language and writing system

‘When writing their language, Chinese speakers use a non-alphabetical
script called “characters, 7- zi.” 487§ Zhonghui zihdi, Sea of
Chinese Characters (1994), contains 85,568 characters’ entries, 3,500
of which are used the most frequently. In China, urban people are
considered literate if they have mastered 2,000 of the most frequently
used characters. In the countryside, the number 1s 1,500. However, a
well-educated person should know 5,000 to 7,000 characters.

Most Chinese characters can be identified as belonging to one of
the following categories:
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1. Pictograms such as:
K mu, tree
1 shan, mountain
JK shui, water
A rén, person
H rl, sun
H yue, moon
L2y mi, horse
2. Ideograms such as:
= shang, above
T xia, below
™ td, protruding
1] 20, concave
_ er, two
= san, three
3. Meaningful compounds such as:
M cong, follow (person following a person)
H dan, dawn (sun above the horizon)
R lin, woods (two trees)
7o sén, forest (three trees)
il jing, bright (three suns), also means “crystal”
AN zhong, crowd (three people)
4. Ideophonetic compounds such as:
N mu, bathe: has something to do with “water,7 ,” and
sounds something like “A mu, wood” = “mu,” “bathe”
i dong, pillar: has something to do with “wood, A,” and
sounds something like “Z< dong, east” = “dong,” “pillar”
i) qing, fair: has something to do with “sun,H,” and
sounds something like “H qing, blue/green” = “qing,”
“fair” (weather)
b1 qing, clear: has something to do with “water,7 ,” and
sounds something like “H qing, blue/green” = “qing,”
“clear” or “pure”
5 qing, request: has something to do with “words, 1 ,” and
sounds something like ““F qing, blue/green” = “qing,”
“ask,” or “invite”
About 94% of all characters used today are either meaningful
compounds or ideophonetic compounds, the latter being the
great majority. The remaining characters are either pictographs or
ideographs. Therefore we may say that most Chinese characters are
neither completely phonetic nor completely ideographic, but rather,
they contain a “semantic hint” and a “phonetic hint.”
1.3 Overview of register in Chinese

When linguists speak of “register” in a language, they refer to a
subset of a language used for a particular purpose or in a particular
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social setting. The famous linguistics scholar M. A. K. Halliday
(1964) identitied three broadly defined variables that help us
understand different types of register in a language: field (the subject
matter); tenor (the participants and their relationships); and mode
(the channel of communication — spoken, written, chatroom, etc.).
Martin Joos (1962) describes five styles: frozen (printed, unchanging
phrases, such as canonical quotations); formal (one-way participation,
no interruption, ritualistic); consultative (two-way participation,
interruptions common); casual (in-group friends, ellipsis and slang
common, interruptions common); and intimate (non-public, private
vocabulary). Quirk er al. (1985) distinguish five different registers

of formality in English, although they use the term “attitude”

rather than register: very formal, formal, neutral, informal, and

very informal. Such distinctions would seem to be quite helpful to
understand how register works in Chinese.

Native speakers of North American English usually are not so
conscious of the need to switch speech registers when talking with
people of different social distance, different professions, different age
groups, different degrees of closeness, or in different social contexts.
Perhaps the implicit assumptions of equality and individuality among
modern English speakers are not conducive to a focus on relationships,
which is precisely what is required to trigger a switch in speech register.

1.3.1 lllustrations of register

You (normal) R ni

You (polite) & nin

My father (normal)
My father (normal, less formal)
Your father (more formal)

AR wo fugin
KEE wo biaba
IR A2 5% nin fuqin

My mother (normal)
My mother (normal, less formal)
Your mother (more formal)

FEEE wo mugqin
FTW wo mama

Vil A s vt ’ v .
S RESE nin mugqin

To visit a friend (normal)
To visit the teacher (more formal)

F WK kan péngyou
FEVi ) baifing liosh

To eat at a restaurant (informal)
To eat at a restaurant (more formal)

NZAiF ¥ chi guinzi
LEPUE ) L2 zai fanguanr chifan

To go by taxi (informal)
To go by taxi (normal)

FI 2 dadi qu
M AR ZE 2% zuo chiziché qu

To order drinks (informal)
To order beverages (more formal)

I yao hede
RCEL didn yinliao

What would you like to drink? (informal)
What would you like to drink? (more formal)

W )LAP4? Heé didnr shénme?
&0 2 LA 210k ? Nin hé didnr
shénme yinliao?




to children)
to adults)
to older people)

How old are you?
How old are you?
How old are you?
How old are you?

P

How old are you? (extremely polite)

polite, to older people)

1.3 Overview of register in Chinese

RJLZ T 27 Ni jisui le?

% KT ? Ni dudda le?

WEZ K H T ? Nin dudda suishu le?
i, 2 RFEA? Qingwen, nin
dudda nianji?

15, orPE? Qingwen, nin guigéng?

How are you? (informal)
How are you? (normal)
How are you? (normal)
How are you? (more polite)

TS 2KE] 2 Zénmeyang a?
15 ? Hio ma?

fK3F 1 NI hio!

851! Nin hio!

My wife (to familiar people)
My wife (to familiar people)
My wife (to familiar people)

My wife
My wife
My wife
My wife

to familiar people)
common in PRC)
normal)

normal now)

o~~~ —~

I ¥ wo neikduzi

TEHZ wo lio'ai

P )L wo liobanr (also means “my
husband”)

Z A Y haizi 6 ma

FEN wo airen

KET wo qizi

K wo taitai

My husband (to familiar people)
My husband (to familiar people)
My husband (to familiar people)

I ¥ wo neikouzi
L% wo lio'ai
P )L wo liobanr (also means “My

wife”)

My husband (to familiar people) T haizi aa ba
My husband (common in PRC) FEN wo airen

My husband (normal) P K wo zhangfu
My husband (normal now) P4 wo xiansheng
Your wife (normal) PR ni taitai

Your wife (a bit formal)
Your wife (formal)

K nin taitai
N nin faren

Your husband (normal)
Your husband (a bit formal)
Your husband (formal)

PR3 T ni zhangfu
&K nin zhangfu

Vitd , -
1855 2E nin xiansheng

Teacher Liu (polite, to a teacher)
Master Liu (polite, to skilled worker)
Section Chief Liu (formal)

Liu (older than speaker, familiar)

Liu (younger than speaker, familiar)
Mr. Liu (normal, formal)

X2 Lit Losh

XIJTfE Lit shifu

XEH: Lia kézhing

Z A 1o Lit (old Liu)
/NXI| xido Lit (young Liu)
A5E4E Lia xiansheng

Come in! (impolite, command)
Come in! (informal)
Please come in! (formal)

HER ! Jinlail
BERIE ., Jinlai ba.
iHit.  Qing jin.




Vocabulary and usage

2.1

Parts of speech

10

Before they became aware of non-Chinese concepts of “parts
of speech” in the late nineteenth century, Chinese distinguished
primarily between “notional” words, S shici, literally “substantive
words,” and “function” words, 1] xici, literally “empty words.”
The first Western-style grammar was that of M3 Jianzhong £ # it
(1844-1900), the 1898 5 [G 33l Mishi wéntdng, Basic Principles for
Writing. This very influential work introduced Chinese terminology
for parts of speech based on Latin, and cited classical Chinese
passages extensively to document short statements about syntax. The
book was revolutionary and remains a primary work. Over the last
century Chinese grammatical concepts such as nouns, %4 1] mingdi,
literally “name words”; verbs, #/J1i] dongci, literally “motion words”;
adjectives, JE 21| xingrongci, literally “description words”; adverbs,
1A fuci, literally “assisting words”; prepositions, 117 jieci, literally
“interface words”; conjunctions, 341 lidnci, literally “connecting
words,” etc., have become standard grammatical terms.

The most commonly used Chinese terms for what we consider to
be parts of speech are:

AT mingci noun: 5 mi, horse

X EEAT zhuanydu mingci proper noun: K Mi
Yuting

#hiA] dongci verb: T ma, to scold, to curse

3] daici pronoun: @ a, she

iz e xingréngci adjective: ¢ méi, beautiful

] 1] fuci adverb: 1R hén, very

el sl i néngyuan dongci modal verb: 1] LA kéyi, can;
may

Si-iA] jieci preposition: % ti, for

i) liangci measure word: > g&, as in P

N, two people



2.2 Word formation

Hia] shtici numeral: — san, 3

] lidnci connecting word/conjunction:
F1 hé, and

Bhid] zhuici particle: J le, perfective
aspect particle

75 1] nishéngci onomatopoeia: M
weéngweng, buzzing sound

FiE zhuyu subject: #9455 & Mama ma
ma (Mama = subject)

155 welyu predicate: W5 % ) (ma
md = predicate)

R binyti object: {1 o (mi =
object of verb  ma)

B buyu complement: 5 FIFFHR
(3P de kuai= complement)

it ) chénshuju declarative sentence, statement:

455 5 Mama ma mi,
Mom scolds the horse.

BE R 1) yiwenjl interrogative sentence: W%
LN 2 Miama ma mi ma?, Is
Mom scolding the horse?

i) qishiju imperative sentence: %l % 4!
Bié ma md!, Don’t scold the
horse!

&) gantanju exclamatory sentence: 3 [1%4!

Wode mal, Oh my goodness!

2.2

Word formation

2.2.1

Chinese words are formed in a great variety of ways. There are
simple words, which are monosyllabic and written with a single
Chinese character such as “person, A rén,” or polysyllabic and
written with more than one character such as “command, 7%
mingling”; and there are compound words such as “a switch, JF%
kaiguan,” literally “open—close” or “happy, 1 kaixin,” literally,
“open-heart,” or “pistachio nut, J/0 2 kaixin’gus,” literally “[split-]|
open-heart-fruit.”

Compounding

Listed below are some of the most characteristic ways of forming
compound words:

Co-ordinate compounds & 1 biowei, protect, literally
“protect—defend”
Attribute-head subordinate FLAT diandéng, electric light,

literally “electric lamp”

11
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2.2.3

Head-referent subordinate Nz 1) chili, require strenuous effort,
literally “eat-up strength”

Head-modifier subordinate F118] diadio, topple, literally “strike
fall”

Referent-head subordinate H % zihdo, pride oneself in,
literally “self-proud”

Head-measure subordinate ZEH chéliang, vehicle, car; literally
“vehicle + measure word used for
vehicles”

Prefix-plus-root 25K Lio Zhang, Old Zhang

(addressing or referring to a familiar
person whose surname is Zhang)

Root-plus-suffix T zhuozi, table; literally “table”
+ diminutive suffix “zi”

Reduplicated compounds 757 chéche, little car or buggy
(children’s talk)

Abbreviated compounds %0 gaojido, higher education

(from F%5#H gaodéng jiaoyu)

Prefixes

Prefixes like Z 1o, old and /) xijo, young, are often used before
names of close friends and associates, such as Z 7K Lio Zhang,
(Old) Zhang and /M T Xiio Wang, (Young) Wang, or before nouns,
as in 2 lioshi, teacher or % % lioxiing, fellow villager. Some
compound verbs may consist of a verbal prefix plus an action, such
as $1JF dikai, to open; 147 disio, to sweep; $1#) diban, to apply
makeup; FIUT diting, to make enquiry, and ] % disuin, to plan.
The English suffix “-able” is expressed by using the verbal prefix HJ
ké, may, as with FJ kéxi, regretable; 1] & kéxi, rejoiceable; HJ ;I
kébéi, lamentable; 1% kélidn, pitiable; 1] 2% kéwt, detestable; T {E
kénéng, possible; and T %8 kéxido, laughable.

Suffixes

The most common suffixes are:

JLCT ZE)L7 )j)Ly ﬂ%)hr #ﬁ}Lf ;k)L7 E@)Ly iZ)Lr ﬁB
JLs WL, ete

?Zi )j%’ X¥7 %?7 Eﬁ¥7 &?, rp'é'¥7 ?Z?i )[_4
%7 TE?i etc.

%tou E%, 9#%’ J:%r ‘F%7 Ey‘\" ﬁﬁ%’ %\:%7 ﬁiz:
§1<’ ;f:fiir etc.

H zhé B, A, WE, W, JEE, DPAENE,
etc.

X jia EX, B, LR, ER, BiEx, e,

etc.
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2.2 Word formation

ﬁyuén %&j'!'\y Eﬂ:%j’!ly igii;'i'\a %‘3’%;';'\’ iﬁ\%;’i: iéijj;';'\’
etc.
:':Shi %j:, ﬁ)ﬁ\tty T@t‘:r 5%:':, ﬁ‘jjy j:)ﬁtty etc.

17 men FAll, ARAT, ARATT, BRATT, AATY, SeEATT etc.

PE xing Bk, KALE, BUAtk, BORTE, MAEFE, et

£ hua ﬁﬂc, wAe, e, Bibidk, 2tb, likife, 1B
» etc.

Verbal aspect particles such as “ 7 le, perfective aspect,” “F5
zhe, progressive aspect” and “Id’ guo, experiential aspect” may also
be regarded as suffixes, but will be treated in this book as aspect
particles.

New words

Words imported from non-Chinese languages are created using one
of four primary strategies:

Creating a new Chinese character using a semantic component
related to the meaning of the new word, plus a phonetic component
whose pronunciation is similar to that of the word being translated.
Examples would be the word for the chemical element “erbium” —
#H &r, which has to do with “metal.” and sounds like the “er” of
“erbium”; another example is “magnesium” — ££ méi, which has to
do with “metal,” and sounds like the “ma” of “magnesium.”
Transliterating the sound of the polysyllabic foreign word into a
series of Chinese characters used for their phonetic value only.

One example from the early twentieth century would be the first
term used for the Western concept of “democracy” — {15 57, £/ /i
démokelaxi, whose components “virtue-plan-overcome-tug-west”
representing no Chinese concept, are recognized as a transliteration of
a foreign concept. Another early twentieth-century example would
be the transliteration of “inspiration” — {4k HL 4l yanshipilichan,
literally: “mist-scholar-approve-hamlet-pure.” Both of the above
examples later were “domesticated” using the next translation
technique below.

Translating the meaning of the foreign word into a meaningful
Chinese compound of two or more characters. Examples would

be the term now used for “democracy;” [&; 7= minzht, whose
components mean “people-sovereign,” and “inspiration,” & J&
linggan, whose components mean “spirit-feeling.”

Combining translation with transliteration. An example is the
Chinese word for “ice cream” — VKI5 bingjiling or VKL
bingqilin, in which “bing” means “ice,” and “jiling” (“surge” +
“encroach”) or “qilin” (“Qi River” + “drench”) represent the
sound of “cream” in English. Other examples would be: “beer” —
W pijit, in which “pi” represents the sound of “beer,” and “jit”
means “alcoholic drink”; and “internet” — [AFM yintéwing, in

13
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which “yinte” represents the sound of “inter,” and “wing” means

113 ER)

net.

2.3 Homonyms

In English, a homonym is a word which has the same spelling and
pronunciation as another word but a different meaning. A few
examples are: “ball: a sphere; a dance”; “band: something wrapped
around the arm; musical group”; “box: a crate; engage in fisticuffs”;
“bank: a financial institution; the edge of a river,” etc. In Chinese,
then, we might say that a homonym is one character which has only
one pronunciation, but more than one meaning.

Because there are relatively fewer syllables in Chinese, even with
their tonal distinctions, we would expect to see more different
meanings attached to a typical Chinese word than we might expect
to a typical English word. A good example would be “Ji{l fang”
whose most basic meaning is “to let go of something, to release
something.” To “put” or to “place” is a logical extension of “release,”’
as in: FOPAES T~ I b shi fangzai zhudzishang, Put the book
on the table. Seen in this light, other extensions become quite
reasonable, as shown in the following illustrations, each requiring
different English words to express the same meaning:

J& fang

set free, release

PhHEAE L

Fojiao tichang fangshéng.

Buddhism advocates freeing captive animals.

put, place

U FEAHRTBAEDEACHL L o

Ta ba yifu fangzai xiyy1 li.

She put the clothes in the washer.

let off, give out

T4 T I 2 TR

Jiu f3jiaoshi hui fangcha qipao.

When wine is fermented it gives off bubbles of gas.

put out to pasture

s

fang nid; fang yang

put cows out to pasture; put sheep out to pasture

expand; make longer/larger

XA T REARESS BB~ ?

Zhetiao kuzi néngbuneng géi wo fangching yicun?
Can you lengthen these pants by an inch for me?

14



2.3 Homonyms

blossom, bloom

LTI

Baihua gifang.

“Let a hundred flowers blossom” (Let different views be aired)

lend money, make loans
BGIGERAT AR L

Fangkuan shi yinhang shéngli de fangshi zhiyl.
Loans are one of the ways a bank earns a profit.

add something to something else
R B WSSO AN TR 2

Ni hé kaféi fangbufang ting?
Do you add sugar to your coffee?

Another good illustration of the same point would be “F&
mio,” which originally means “body hair,” which is short and
fine, as opposed to “/X fa, hair on the head,” which grows longer.
In light of the principle of metaphorical extension, it becomes
easy to understand the connection between “tiny hair,” “down,”
“wool,” “feather,” “mildew,” “small,” “careless,” “unfinished,’
and even “alarmed” (hair standing on end), as illustrated in the
following utterances, each requiring different English words to
translate:

£ mio

hair, wool, down, feather

— AL ERKEETEAZ .

Yibande yangrén shénshang zhingde mao bi Zhongguorén
duo.

Westerners generally have more body hair than Chinese.

9 ¢

mildew, mold
XTROEEKET!

Zhe ganliao yijing zhingmao le!
This cheese is already moldy!

little, small

AAZKRN, BABET!
Ta cai bushi darén, shige maohaizi!
He’s no adult. He’s just a little kid!

semifinished (product)

SN ST 7NIUBEE ) S TR

Maoti¢ jiushi shéngti¢ de lingwai yige shuofa.
“Rough iron” is another way of saying “pig iron.”

gross (profit or income)

BN MR LN

Mioshouru dangran bi jingshouru dud la.

Gross income is greater than net income, of course.

15
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careless, crude, rash

D AFHE O RL, IR AERE T !

Wei! Zuoshi yao xidoxin didnr, bié name maocao le!

Hey! Be more careful with your work, don’t be so careless!

alarmed, scared

w—F I K AET

Ta yikanjian chingzhang jiu famdo le.

She became frightened (got goose flesh) at the sight of the factory
manager.

dime (1/10th of a yuan)

PIBILME? FAEHE !

Lidngmaownu éryi? Zhén pianyi!

Only twenty-five cents? That’s really cheap!

This phenomenon of extended metaphorical usage should be
quite familiar to English speakers when we think of words like “run,”
whose core meaning is “to move at a speed faster than a walk, never
having both or all the feet on the ground at the same time.” Put
“run” in different contexts, and it will require entirely different words
to translate it into Chinese. For example, “the Yankees lead by one
run: FEIEFEERPASISE—7 Yangji banggitdui lingxian yifén,” “to
run a business: 275 ) jingying qiye,” “to run out of money: £
HIJ6 T gian yongguiang le,” “to run up a huge bill: JF 32 [#] RFUR
K kaizhide 1&iji hén da,” and “a run of bad luck: —i& Hi IS
yilidnchuande huaiyungi.” All the previous examples require different
translations in Chinese and none of them involve “Hl pio,” which is
the core meaning of “run” in Chinese. Following is a small sample
of common Chinese words with several different meanings, requiring
different English words in translation:

i zou to flee, to walk, to leave, to run

I shang above, over, on, upper; previous; to ascend, to mount;
to present to one’s superiors; to go (to class or to
work)

T xia below, under, lower; next; to descend, to dismount to

send down (to one’s subordinates); to finish (a class or
a working day)

1 bai white; clear, pure, plain; colloquial; free of charge;
vainly; wrongly written; surname

24

Homophones

16

English homophones are words which have the same sound but
different meanings and different spelling, such as “air (atmosphere)”
and “heir (one who inherits wealth)”; or “to,” “too,” and “two.”
Chinese homophones, [f] & tongyinzi, by analogy, are syllables

which have the same pronunciation, but are written with different



2.4 Homophones

Chinese characters and have different meanings. With a total
inventory of just over 400 syllables (without considering tones) to
pronounce the 2,000 or so characters needed to be basically literate
in Chinese, it is statistically impossible to avoid a huge number of
homophones, far more than we could ever expect to find through the
vagaries of spelling words in English. In fact, any attempt to list the
putdonghua homophones would amount to a pronunciation dictionary
of putonghua, so rather than list all the homophones, we shall simply
take a few syllables, and list all the characters represented by each.

an

% an still, quiet
J& an hut, nunnery
% an ammonia
¥ an saddle
i an learn by heart, be well versed in
}% an eucalyptus
#5 an quail
jia
% jia home, house, family
T jia add
£ jia good, beautiful
J& jia press, squeeze; clip
3 jia good, fine; praise
2% jia used in “ZE jiasha,” a Buddhist monk’s outerwear
i jia used in transliterated words, like “J7 i xuéjia,” cigar
Ml jia cangue
il jia a Galileo unit; used in transliterated words like “Fiflll yajia,”
yoga
I jia woman’s headdress in ancient China
i jia scab, crust
Bl jia used in “NEE jiafa,” a sitting posture of a Buddhist
W jia used in transliterating names, such as “FEll 7 g
Shijiamoéuni,” Sakyamuni
% jia wet through
EZ jia tender shoot of a reed

B jia gallium

#

yi

y1 one

y1 one

y1 medicine; medical profession; doctor

4 yi clothing

& y1 approach; depend on; comply with; according to
5 y1 surname; he or she

[y

17
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M yia character used for its sound in “MFHf yiya,” babble, prattle
B yiiridium

I yi alas

¥ yia character used to show exclamation in classical Chinese
Wi yi ripples

& y1 bow with hands clasped together

¥% yia character used in a place name “Y1 xian,” Yi County

ZUuo

E zud do, make

fft zud do, make, be

AA 7ud sit, ride

JE 7zud seat; a measure word for mountains, tall buildings

Mt zud a character used in “BEME s3izud,” thiazole

YE zud shame

fF zuo fortune

HE zuo sacrifical meat in the ancient times

IE zud a character used in classical Chinese, “THEE chéuzud,” a
return toast made by a guest

FE zuo the stairs on the east side of the hall of a Chinese building

FE zuo oak

.

Ef zuo certain (classic meaning); mortise

While it may be unrealistic to present a list of all the homophones
in the language, we should say a few words about the prevalence and
importance of the playful use of homophones by Chinese speakers.
This happens in the form of punning, both verbal and graphic.

Examples of verbal punning would be:

“BbZ KK, tio zhi yioyao™ is an idiom meaning “to flee,” but the
first character is a punning allusion to the first line of a famous folk
ballad in the Classic of Songs, WF4& Shijing, “BkZ KK’ meaning
“peach tree, young and fresh.” The cleverness of this pun is in
its simultaneously calling forth images of classical dignity and an
undignified departure.

Domino’s Pizza, which currently dominates around 60% of the
market in Taiwan, is famous for its use of puns in Chinese marketing.
First, its registered Chinese corporate name is “iA3% 5K Daméile”
which means “Achieving Beautiful Joy” while sounding like
“Domino.” Three of the puns associated with Domino’s are:

daméile,

TTH

dale méi?

Translation: Answering the phone: “Domino’, you called?”
REE, IR

¢ baba ¢, wo ¢ wo ¢




2.5 Homographs
2882-5252
er-ba-ba-eér wu-er-wu-er (Domino’s phone number)
Hungry Papa hungry; I'm hungry I'm hungry
AR
kuailesong
Ode to Joy
kuairesong
Delivered fast and hot

2.5

Homographs

. S - - N
Chinese homographs, % ¢ dudyinzi, are characters that have more
than one pronunciation, depending upon different meanings or their
use in different character compounds. Here are some examples:

iy BT, BAOK L, e 2k

a
g Bl g e, BT ag
1 bei B, Bh, e, Wi, W, SO
béi A, WA
il bié %U%\, B BEE, HNE HEA, 2=, BRI A
o, 7]
bié S
b bu dr b, ZEBER B
bo NN
Z can Z2%, %, ZB M2, ZE.25
cén B75, BIEAFF
shén Wz, Wz, NS
JiEk cang 5@% B, OB, ZEE, 2, W, SERRiE
zang SRR, TR AL,
céng M2z, Z<, 7|<
zéng Mk, A, EAH
% o S, JERR, F R, FHl, K
cha I N
chai Zeil, kK, WM, NI
ci 2

871 ching Wb, —
ching By, 54, 1, %y, Ba, 1R, W

19
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L

B

f

(el

i

T

chao
zhao

chéng
chen
chéng
zhong
chou
xiu
chu
chu

chu
XU

chuan
zhuan
chuang
chuang
da

da

da

da

da

dai

ddo
dao
de

di
di

SRR, P18 WG, WIEERR, £
HIR, Wik, WIH, ¥4, §E

%xx? Mﬁ PR, FREE SRR, TIFR, 28K, A
PR, BURR, E PR, BRR
ﬁbiﬁ ﬁ\ , FRER, AHFK

S, D, I, EH, R RS, 1A,
HUBr, A
B, Hf AT, EAG, HH i, O, B

S, SLE L SLGE, S, PP, IR,
HAL, RS, FLRAART
TR, SLRAE

AL bt Abag, ARSE, AET5, Abgr, RN, Ak
TR, A, KCBEG, AHAL
AL, AL, FAL, b

X, MEE, ME, B mA
B,

Fledfl, A0, A, 2, 1L5E, LI, fedi, 1%
A, A, AT, KAk, WAL, HLfE
e, fid, 1H%, Btk

I, Blp, Bk, GUZE, QIFE, G157, G0, A
i, flhh, ey
AR, QIt, Al

BN, B
B, BB BE, B, BN, U R R
&, &

TR
T2, 1170, T8+, 77172, TieAr

A, K, K, AR KPR
KE, K

B8, 715 ﬁﬁﬁl
@ﬁﬁwm@ | R EE 332

AR, 2R, H I
(U, B R
H )



