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Compared to most European languages, learning Chinese is a challenge.
However, in some ways Chinese is not particularly complicated. For example,
words do not change with gender, number, case or even tense, and there are not
many complicated grammatical traps for the unwary. Alot of the time, there

is a pleasing directness about this fascinating and unique language. There are,
however, many other things about it that make it hard for native English speakers
to learn.

Chinese Pronunciation

The Four Tones

Chinese is a tonal language - that is, the pitch at which any given syllable is
spoken affects the meaning of the word. There are four tones: first tone (high,
even pitch); second tone (rising pitch); third tone (falling and then rising) and
fourth tone (falling pitch). There is also a fifth tone (or neutral tone), generally
pronounced so quietly and quickly that there is no discernible tone at all.

The tones are a very important part of the pronunciation —and wrong tones can
cause real confusion.

Examples of differences in tones:

 Firsttone | Secondtone | Thirdtone | Fourthtone | Neutraltone

‘ma ' ma ' ma ma ma

R Bk E& 5 e

" mother hemp horse curse; swear | [question particle]

Sometimes it can get very confusing, as below:

' mai ' mai
- buy sell

It may seem unnatural to native speakers of English to have pitch so rigidly
attached to words, but the tone is as fundamental a part of any syllable as are its
vowels and consonants. While Chinese people will generally, after some thought,
be able to piece together the meaning of a sentence pronounced utterly without
tones, using tones (even if not 100% accurate) will at least increase the likelihood
of your words sounding recognisably Chinese.
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Finally, a word of warning. Although a beginner learning Chinese is likely to feel

that he or she is already facing too many challenges without having to deal with
tones, anyone who is considering not bothering with tones for the present may

like to consider that it is much easier to spend a little extra time to learn the right
tone than it does to un-learn a tone that you have become accustomed to using
wrongly!

Pinyin

Pinyinis a phonetic system for transcribing the Chinese language, which was first
introduced to help children learn to write characters, and foreigners and speakers
of non-Mandarin dialects to pronounce Standard Chinese correctly. It is also very
useful fordictionaries such as this one, as it means that characters can be sorted
into alphabetical order, which makes it much easier to find them.

However, pinyinis not in common, day-to-day use, and even educated Chinese
people are often not very proficient in it. This is only reasonable - after all, how
many English native speakers can use the phonetic alphabet? So, although in
China you may see signs written in pinyin from time to time, do not assume that
people can read it fluently. Most Chinese people would be hard put to write
their own addresses in pinyin. Moreover, other Chinese-speaking countries do
not use the pinyin system at all. For this reason, it should not be regarded as a
substitute for learning Chinese characters. It is, however, a good, accurate guide
to pronunciation once you are used to it.

Chinese Characters

The Chinese script has a written history that goes back over three thousand
years, and there are over 80,000 characters in the Chinese dictionary Cihai. A
lot of these are archaic (some are so old that even their meanings are subject to
debate), and an educated person will know roughly 4000-6000 characters. A
knowledge of about 3000 characters is generally considered sufficient for basic
literacy (newspapers and the like).

Each of these characters has to be learned individually — and the shape of the
character, the sound of it and the meaning are learned together as a unit. This is
particularly trying for westerners, who already have to deal with the unfamiliar
sounds and grammatical features of the language. But if you want to learn to read
and write Chinese, it is unavoidable.
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There is no way of predicting the sound and meaning of an unknown Chinese
character with any degree of accuracy. This does not mean, however, that there
is no system behind the characters at all. All characters contain at least one of the
component parts known as “radicals’, and almost all radicals have an element of
meaning; if you are familiar with these, not only will using a dictionary be much
easier, it will also help you identify more of the building blocks of the characters
you are trying to learn. The radical of a character is not always a reliable guideto
the character's meaning. For example, the radicals in the Chinese word for rose,
(3, are the jade radical F; and the verb to give %; is based on the radical 5 for
silk. Some radicals are more dependable than others though. For example, things
containing the 'rain’ radical /i almost always have something to do with the
weather, and things containing the ‘tree’ radical & are generally either to do with
wood or trees. |

People who grow up in China have a much better start than their overseas
counterparts when it comes to learning characters, as they can see Chinese
writing wherever they go, and they are already familiar with the Chinese language
by the time they start school. Even so, it takes a Chinese child a good many years
to master reading and writing Chinese, and the amount of memorization needed
to learn enough Chinese characters to be literate colours the entire education
system. This —as well as historical causes —is perhaps one reason why 8.72% of
China's adult population isilliterate.

A Chinese child who is learning to read and write is given homework every
evening, which will involve copying out a number of characters five or more times
each, to reinforce the characters in his or her memory. Everybody has their own
preferred methods for learning Chinese characters —for most, it is a combination
of reading and writing exercises to reinforce the character while helping the
student to understand the context in which it is used, and flashcards with the
character on one side and the pinyin and meaning on the other.

As with all languages, the most efficient way to learn Chinese characters is little
and often. Ten minutes each day spent with a few flashcards is going to be far
more productive in the long run than an afternoon’s cramming every fortnight
- and you will be far more likely to remember it later on. Itis also important to
remember that Chinese people too need regular exposure to Chinese writing to
keep their Chinese in top form — even highly educated people start forgetting
their characters if they spend too long overseas, in an environment where they
neither see nor write them.



Simplified and Complex Characters

The government of the People’s Republic of China carried out a programme of
simplifying the Chinese script in1956 and another in 1964, in an effort to improve
the literacy rate by making characters easier to write. It is these simplified
characters which are used in this dictionary. However, for various cultural and *
political reasons, many regions outside the PRC did not acceptthese changes, and
continued to use the old system. Taiwan still uses complex characters. So do Hong
Kong and Singapore, although the simplified characters are now in Increasingly
common use. Overseas Chinese communities have tended to use complex
characters, though that may change in the future, as the changes that are taking
place in mainland China make it much easier for people to come to the West for
work or study.

Anyone who wants to work as a translator or academic needs a working
knowledge of both simplified and complex Chinese characters. But learning one
form ata time is more than enough of a challenge for most learners. Which one
you end up studying will depend on textbooks available, and the parts of the
Chinese-speaking world with which you wish to communicate. Fortunately, the
majority of characters are the same or nearly the same in both systems - it does
not take long for someone who can read in one system to adjust to reading the
other.

Writing Chinese

You may ask ‘do | really need to learn to write Chinese?’ That depends on what
youwant to do withit! If you are learning it as part of a university course, you will
probably be made to learn Chinese writing, whether you want to or not. If you

are learning on your own, or as preparation for a stay in China, you may have no
desire or time to learn the script. If you want to know a few everyday phrases to
ease your way through a short holiday, then learning the scriptis probably not for
you. If you decide not to learn characters, you should be able to navigate your way
around the dictionary well enough by using pinyin and the four tones.

Learning Chinese is a lot easier if you do not have the extra work of memorizing
characters, at least in the initial stages. On the other hand, if you do not learn the
characters, you are going to find some things more confusing as you progress.
Alot of Chinese characters look completely different and have totally different
meanings, but sound just the same, as a quick glance at the shi oryi section of
your dictionary will show:,



One of the more cheering things about learning the Chinese writing system is that
most words are made up of two or more characters. This means that once you

get beyond a certain point, you encounter more and more characters you know
already, just in different combinations. New words and expressions consequently
become easier to learn. For someone who is not learning characters, however,
every new word will just be a collection of vowels, consonants and tones —the
element of meaning that the characters give is lost. They also lose out on the
enjoyment involved in reading and writing Chinese, which is rather like the
pleasure of doing a crossword puzzle or a difficult jigsaw.

To people who do not want to learn the Chinese script, | usually say that the two
most necessary characters to learn are % nan (male) and % nd (female), as the
inability to distinguish between these two in public places can lead to severe
embarrassment!

Chinese Grammar

Compared to a lot of other languages, Chinese grammar is not particularly
complicated. It is not an inflected language - that is, words do not change
according to gender, number or case the way they do in many European
languages. Sentence structure is generally straightforward, and there are not
many exceptions to the grammatical rules (unlike, say, English).

What makes the Chinese language difficult for a native speaker of English is its
unfamiliarity. Not only does it sound very different from English, making it hard
to quess unfamiliar words the way we often can with languages like French and
German, parts of Chinese grammar are very counterintuitive to a native speaker
of English. Although there is nothing very complex about Chinese grammar, it
takes a while to get accustomed to it, and to learn to adapt to some of its more
unfamiliar features.

Talking about Time :

It is sometimes said of Chinese that it has no tenses. This is not quite true, but
speakers of Chinese talk about time in a way that is quite different from ours. The
English tense system is based on the idea of before and after the point of view

of the narrator. Things that happened before the time in which we are talking
take the past tense, those that are in the process of going on, the present, and
things that have yet to take place, the future. This is shown by a change in the
verbs. Chinese verbs, on the other hand, do not change with tense, but an aspect
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marker is placed before or after the verb. Some of the most common are Tle

(for completed actions — usually but not always in the past), if guo (for events
that have already taken place), % yao (for things that are going to happen) and
f£ 2ai (for things that are in the process of happening). These are no more than
generalizations, however, and it isimportant not to use them indiscriminately as
substitutes for English tenses, as that is not what they are for.

Adverbs of time are often used to show what time relation events have to each
other, suchas 22 vyijing (already), {4 céngjing (once), or specific times or dates.

HERETE.

Mingnian wo qu Zhonggué.
(literally: Next year | go China).
I'm going to China next year.

Redundancies

Chinese is very sparing in its use of words. If a word can be guessed from the
context of the surrounding text, it will seem redundant to a Chinese speaker, and
sois likely to be omitted. Most languages do this toa certain extent, but speakers
of Chinese will cheerfully leave out things that may seem essential to a speaker of
English, such as

PRIz R T g ?
Ni chi wanfan le ma?
Have you eaten supper?

H’Z T -]
Chi le.
[I've] eaten [it].

When talking about causes and consequences, there is also a tendency to miss
out the words for “if... then”

IHEAZ, FRAXK.

Jiu de ba qu, xin de bu lai.

(literally: Old not go, new not come).

If the old does not go, then the new cannot come.

This can be initially confusing, but the omissions are mostly pretty obvious and
easy to follow.
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Measure Words
These are not unique to Chinese — you occasionally see something similarin
English.

a gaggle of geese
a piece of fruit
six pints of milk
etc.

They do not occur very often in English. In Chinese, however, measure words
are mandatory when giving a number of nouns. It isimportant to remember to
put them in - and also to get them right, as there are a lot of measure words in
Chinese.

H i yi zh1 qingwa one frog
=il san bu dianying  threefilms
SESR wil feng xin five letters

Different measure words are used for different types of objects. ik zhangis used
for flat things, such as tickets, sheets and tables. 4 tido is used to talk about long,
thin things such as ribbons, or fish. There are a lot of measure words, but some are
not very common, such as [t pi, the measure word for horses. The most common
measure word is 4> gé, and it is a useful "default setting” for when you cannot
remember the exact term you need.

Word Order

Because of the less specific nature of the Chinese view of time, the tendency to
avoid redundancy and the lack of cases to show what function words have in
the sentence, word order is extremely important in Chinese. It generally follows
a subject-verb-object pattern, although there are certain particles or rhetorical
constructions that change the order slightly. If the word order is wrong, it can be
very hard to unscramble the sense of a phrase or sentence.

This leads to the question of long sentences. Textbooks introduce the learner to
Chinese with short, easy sentences, sensibly laid out. However, a lot of real-life
texts — especially journalistic texts and political speeches —are prone to long,
convoluted sentences, with many long, linked clauses, some of which may have
other clauses embedded within them. However, thanks to the strict word order of
Chinese, itis possible to tell which part belongs to which from its position in the
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sentence. 5o long as the student does not panic, it is usually possible, with a bit
of care and thought, to unscramble the sentences, and mentally split them into
more easily manageable sections.

All this seems very intimidating to a beginner — and there is no pointin trying

to pass Chinese off as an easy language. However, the challenge of learning
Chinese s in direct proportion to the pleasure of being able to useit. Not only is it
anabsorbing and intriguing language, which can express both brutal frankness
and extreme delicacy, it also brings with it great opportunities to exploreand
understand a country and culture that is very different from that of the west. And
there could be no better time to begin that exploration than now, when China is
increasingly opening up.

Esther Tyldesley, University of Edinburgh
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CHINESE-ENGLISH SIDE

1 Order

1.1 Onthe Chinese side, head entries are ordered traditionally, that is by single-
character entries with multiple-character entries beginning with the same character
nested below them. '

LT

1X zhe
X~ zhége
ZH zheli
X7 zhéme
XL zhéxie

IXFf zhéyang
ZFf zhézhdng
B zhe

fEFE  zhetang

1.2 Single character entries are ordered by pinyin, that is alphabetically and then by
tone. In Chinese, there are four tones, each represented by a different mark above the
relevant vowel:

. first tone (flattone) ma
‘ secondtone  (risingtone) ma
" third tone (falling rising tone) ma
fourth tone (falling tone) ma
light ornotone ma

Where characters have the same pinyin and tone, they are ordered by the number of
strokes in the characters, with the smallest number of strokes first.

E zhdo

JE zhao

,H‘IEJ{ zhao
Where characters have the same pinyin, tone, and number of strokes, they are ordered
by the first stroke in the character, as follows:

=l ] ST

1.3 The multiple-character entries nested below single-character entries are similarly
ordered by pinyin (including tone), and then by number of strokes.

7% zhéng

A1 zhengliu
& zhengqi
77U zhéngqi



2 Radical and character index

If you do not know the pronunciation for the Chinese character you are looking for, you
can use the index before the start of the Chinese-English side. For further information
on how to use the radical index, see the introduction to that section.

3 Cross-references

Polyphones, that is characters with more than one pronunciation, are cross-referred to
the alternative pinyin.

ﬁj\: gong [3h] 1(fA%) supply 2 ($£%) provide
- 7 gong

'ﬁj% gong I (3] 1(§t%) lay (pt, pp laid) b 5% 4n
gongféng jipin lay offerings 2 (#ift) confess b ftll
it T WM& F . Ta gongehdle zhiifan de

mingzi. He confessed the name of the chief culprit.

- 7% gong

4 The structure of entries

On the Chinese side there are two levels of entry (single-character entries and multiple-
character entries), but these are essentially structured the same way:

4.1 Pinyin
Pinyin romanization is given for all single-character and multiple-character entries as
well as for phrases.

4.2 Grammatical information

4.2.1 Parts of speech appear in square brackets after the pinyin. Where a word has
more than one part of speech, Roman numerals are used:

E‘ zGo I1[4]morning II[#l]along time ago b iX
HEREBAE 7. zhe shiwd zdo jit zhidao
le. Iknewabout thisalong timeago. III [¥] early
>RE Sk, NizGodidn lai. Comeearly.

For afull list of parts of speech used, see page xxxiv.

4.2.2 Parts of speech are not given for head idioms (chengyu and other idioms), since
these are often phrasal.

4.3 Meaning divisions

4.3.1 Where a word or grammatical category has more than one meaning, itis divided
into categories which are shown by an Arabic numeral.

==

Ji== zhén 1[#h] 1(%&3h) shake (pt shook, pp shaken)
2 (##h) be excited II [4] earthquake b R &
yuzhen after-shock
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4.3.2 Furtherdistinctions of meaning are shown by the use of informationin

round brackets after the meaning category number. This information functions as a

‘'signpost’ to help the user select the right translation when there are many different

possible translations to choose from. This indicating material can be of the following
kinds:

—asynonym of the headword, or superordinate:

SiE zheénghou [#] 1(#E4R) symptom 2 (%)

disease

- atypical context for the headword, such as:

- noun objects and subjects for verbs:

waﬁng []11(K)roaring 2(A. 4 &)
flourishing 3 ({£) blooming >+ H %1t & IE
fE. Shiyué juhuad kai de zhéng wang. In
October the chrysanthemums arein full bloom.

- noun complements for adjectives:

gﬂ:.] xi I[JE] 1(4. £%)thin 2(Biki/M) fine 3(F &
/NiB%) gentle & (416 detailed » 407 xijié
details (pl) II [8]] minutely » 415 xikan
scrutinize » 4fl 1) xiwen askin detail » 4148
xixidng consider carefully

- other words defining or restricting the headword:

e
7% hang (2] 1 (8 4F /%) steam 2 (&%)
evaporate

- alabel indicating the field in which the word is used:

FE{F yingjian [4] 1G4 hardware 2 (% %)
equipment

—astylelabel, which is used to mark non-neutral words and expressions as a warning

to the user:
VA 27 zhixué [2h] (B) study

You will find a complete list of labels used in the dictionary on page xxxiv.

4.4 Examples

4.4.1 Word examples, as well as a few 4-character idioms (chengyu etc.), appear under
meanings which function as core senses of single characters, and are preceded by a
shaded arrow ».

4.4.2 Fullerexamples are preceded by an empty arrow [>.
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