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Preface

An Introduction to Modern Chinese Vocabulary is a modein
Chinese primer intended for foreign students majoring in modern
Chinese and those with the corresponding level taking refresher
courses of the language. It is also good for other foreigners
with the corresponding level pursuing self-taught courses of
basic knowledge about Chinese vocabulary.

The book aims to briefly introduce basic knowledge about
modern Chinese vocabulary, including the formation of words,
the characteristics of basic vocabulary, the classification of vo-
cabulary, the idioms, proverbs and xiehouyu, and the study and
use of words; and to guide foreign students to correct completion
of the many exercises designed to train them in practical skills.
Using this book, the students will arrive at an overall knowledge
of modern Chinese vocabulary, become acquainted with its
characteristics, grasp the methods of word formation and those
of discriminating synonyms, understand the functions of various
types of vocabulary and the requirements in learning and using
the words, and enhance the ability of analysing, understanding
and using them.

Each chapter is followed by a set of “Problems and Exer-
cises”, and a “Key” to the exercises is to be found at the end of
the book.

Acknowledgement is due to Gregory B.Lee who translated
this book. I would also like to thank Jin Dehou and Zhao
Yongfeng for offering their unstinted assistance in the course of
my work.

The compiler
April 1987
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Chapter 1
Word Structure

Section 1 Words

1. Morphemes

Words are constructed with morphemes. The morpheme
is the smallest distinctive unit in the composition of words in the
language.

Morphemes have a distinctive lexical or grammatical mea-
ning, but they cannot usually occur as separate words. For
instance, in &%, the morphemes i& and & both have a dis-
tinctive meaning, but generally do not occur separately. Some
morphemes which do have independent meaning, in fact, often
have a meaning different to the words composed of those mor-
phemes. For example, 755 is a verb, meaning “discuss’, and
is composed of the morphemes # and &. But in the expres-
stons T RF%E and E—8 K8, 7 means “a person working
in commerce” and is a noun, while B means “measure” and is
a verb.

Morphemes may be divided into main components and ad-
ditional components depending a meaning and function in the
composition of the word. Major components are called ““roots”,
while the components which add meaning to the roots are called,
according to their position in the word, “prefix”, “suffix” and
“embedded” components.

2. What Is a Word?
The basic practical unit of language is the sentence. The
sentence is composed of words.



The word is the minimal linguistic unit that may be inde-
pendently employed in language. It incorporates both meaning
and sound.

“Independently employed” indicates that it does not rely
on other componenets, itself having a syntactical function—act-
ing as a component of a sentence or expressing a grammatical
relationship. Jk ¥t is a word, and may perform as one of several
components in a sentence, as in: JrLETRh4E A R HEINE &
(subject); FRiF & REALE (object); WIEALFHS  (preposi-
tional object); JEHERFRE (attribute); EHUENILRE
IR T —4d: 725575 (head word). F1 is a word; it links words
or phrases, demonstrating grammatical relationships, as in:
TR, BWMEEE, AT f—®2K.

By ““minimal unit” is meant a unit that can not be practical-
ly divided into still smaller units, either because the word itself
consists of only one syllable or == as with A and g%, or — even
though the word is multisyllabic — because the syllables standing
alone have no meaning, as with ¥, i and 3%, #; only when
these syllables are taken together — ¥ (méigui), Bt#x (bol)
— do they possess meaning. Thirdly, there are multisyllabic
words the separate syllabes of which do possess meaning, but
that meaning is different to that of the original undivided word,

for example, the 4F or %2 of 4£%42, the &k or % of Kk 7%.

3. Monosyllabic and Multisyllabic Words

In Chinese words can be divided into monosyllabic and mul-
tisyllabic words. In written form, one Chinese character nor-
mally represents one syllable, so a single = character word
is also known as a monosyllabic word, while a double = or
multiple = character word is also known as a polysyllabic word.
For example:

A, rén; I, ma; il;, shan; sk, shui; fa, ya; 4,
chéng; each representing onc syllable and, therefore, consti
tuting a monosyllabic word;

5%, Jaodong; A:yE, shénghuo; i, llyou; =:3],




xuéxi, each pair of characters representing two syllables and,

Miik{L, jixi¢hud; k£33, sheéhuizhuyi; REEHIML,
lianhé shouggji, consisting of three, four and five characters,
respectively, each character representing a syllable, are all polysyl-
labic words.

But Chinese also has characters that do not equate with
syllables. The J|, -r suffix, in particular, should be noted. For
instance, although #¢) in written form are two characters,
they represent only one syllable read huar, and are therefore
a monosyllabic word. Although —#& )|, yikuair in written form
are three characters, they represent but two syllables — the word
is thus disyllabic rather than polysyllabic.

Of the polysyllabic words in Chinese, disyllabic words
constitute the majority. During the ancient period (Shang to
Han — 16th century B.C. to 3rd century A.D.) and the middle
ancient period (Wei to Tang — 3rd to 10th centuries A.D.)
the majority of Chinese words were monosyllabic. In the mo-
dern and contemporary periods, numerous polysyllabic words
sprang up and gradually became the dominant group, with disyl-
labic compound words in the majority. Derivational affixes
also became more numerous in modern times, disyllabic forms
again being the most common.

4. Simple and Compound Words

Words in Chinese may also be divided, with regard to
internal structural form of the word, into simple words and com-
pound words. In Chinese, most monosyllabic words are sim-
ple words. Simple words can not be further broken down, be-
cause these words in terms of meaning are already the minimal
meaningful units, for instance: X, W, 4, &, ¥, *,
%, #R, 3, & which can not be further decomposed into
morphemes. However, there are a few monosyllabic words,
such as hudr 7% JL mentioned above, which are not stmple words
because they can be broken down into morphemes.



Words composed of two or more meaningful components
are compound words. The majority of polysyllabic words in
Chinese are compound words and can be broken down; for
instance, A:7%, [HE, X, Blktk, S3EEX, But, there
are some polysyllabic words which belong to the class of simple
words and can not be broken down, such as #  (luébo), ¥

(boli), 45} (mudan) and {5 (fangfia).

Section 2 Word-formation

Chinese has a rich vocabulary, and word-formation is just
as rich and varied. To understand the meaning and use of
words correctly it is necessary to study the structure of words,
and the key to studying word structure is an examination of the
composition of polysyllabic words.

Apart from simple words and compound words, there also
exists in Chinese a category of abbreviations, many of which
have become compound words, which are also known as “stump”
compounds.

Word-formation in Chinese may be summarised as follows:
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2. Structural Pattern of Simple Words

1) Monosyllabic words (as described above)

2) Disyllabic words

These are words consisting of two syllables which can not
be separated. The majority consist of alliterative or rhyming
syllables. There is also a category of other disyllabic, simple
words which are neither alliterative nor rhyming. For example:

Nouns Adjectives Verbs

Fir (liali) &8 (hanhu) Wy (fenfu)

Ll h.h. f.f.

Alliterative gk (qitiqian) |44 (ingli)  |B58¥ (chéucht)
Words q.9. L.L. ch.ch.

Pudk (zhizha)  |Peiz (hudngh) 3R (miman)

zh.zh. h.h. » m.m.

K3 (méigui) |37 (hatu) B (dudsuo)

-gi-ei -u-u -uo-uo
Rhyming  |#7% (halu) Rk (cAnlan) |Mguz (p4oxido)
Words -u-u -an-an -20-a0

I2IE (ludtuo) idE (wanyin) (M50 (liodao)

-uo-uo -an-an -20-20

=5 (g€da) & (mdhu) |BEF (roulin)
Other 72 (kulong) [} (qidocul) |#5#%(shiduo)
B4 (hadié)  (BER) (mal) ¥ (Aoxidng)

3) Transliterated words

There are several types of words borrowed from other lan-
guages, among which is the transliterated word. Transliterated
words are composed of Chinese characters the sounds of which

6



are approximate to those of the foreign words. The characters,
or syllables, naturally merely represent sound and not meaning.
For instance:

Disyllabic words: B lugji logic
=k 1éida radar
Trisyllabic words: EH N, maikéféng microphone
I faxisi fascist
Quadrisyllabic words: % 237 luémandiké romantic
AR bi'érqidoya bourgeois
Words with five and 8% 4y 75 démokelaxi democracy
more syllables: TR A /R Yingténaixiéngna’ér
Internationale

4) Onomatopoeic words and interjections

Apart from monosyllabic onomatopoeic words, there are
also polysyllabic onomatopoeic words. The characters used
to represent these sounds are totally devoid of their original
meaning. Examples of such words are $p5@ piitong(sound of
flopping or thumping), Mk%; huald (rustling, crashing), 2
dida (ticking, pitter-pattering), 87 ¥4 dingdang (tintinnabulation),
# W honglong (rumbling). As for interjections, apart from
monosyllabic interjections, there are a few polysyllabic words
such as BEWF diya, m gy diyo.

3. Structaral Pattern of Compound Words

1) General compounds

a. Co-ordinate compounds. Two morphemes identical
or similar in meaning may be joined together to form a word.
For example:

AR ME wE R B R

rénmin péngyou jisuan gdingcai  sixidng zhihui
Alternatively, two morphemes antithetic or opposite in
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meaning may also be joined together to form a word. For
example:

PiE|S TFR ¥k
shiféi kaiguan maimai
RiE 533 F &
fanzhéng hiixi maodun

b. Attribute-head subordinate compounds. A compound
word consisting of two morphemes — a modifier (the attribute)
and the modified morpheme (the head):

K& AT KK IR ¥k
huoche diandéng dayi jianchi
= NE A

zhdngshi xidokan ré’ai

c. Head-referent subordinate compounds. The referent
or “object” morpheme is placed after the head morpheme (ver-
bal or adjectival):

H K R il it
daitéun dongyuan fuzé yinci
HE P AR
jizhong feishi youxian

d. Head-modifier subordinate compounds. Words of
the head-modifier type are compounds in which the head (verbal
or adjectival) morpheme is followed by a “modifier’”” morpheme:

T 2 s Mm%
zhéngming sudxido kuoda zhudjin
H = >
tuiguing tigdo xXingqi



e. Referent-head subordinate compounds. Referent-head
compounds have a “nominal” subject-type head followed by
a predicate-type referent:

HE PIYES ER HE
dizhén xinténg nianging gudying
T 2 Ees H &t

mianshu xingji zihdo

f. Head-measure type subordinate compounds. In this
type a monosyllabic morpheme, a nominal head, is combined
with a measure word type morpheme to produce compounds
such as:

An k2% P& gk
rénkou chéliang shiibén zhizhang

{2 =N J5 8]

huaduo mapi fangjian

2) Affixed compounds
Affixed compounds consist of basic components (roots) to
which are affixed — prefixed or suffixed — a further morpheme.

a. prefix + root:

Br— (I, Z)—>D>EBE—(8_, 82)
WM+r— (. R)—>>u— (W, WK)

b. Root -+ suffix:

71, B, B+ JL—>JTJL, 8L, EBIL

B, 3, B+ F—>EF, JIF. BT

B, @M+ (+JL) —rEk (JL) . Bk L)

3) Reduplication

Reduplication is a kind of word-formation in which words
or their constituent morphemes are reduplicated to form new
words or different forms of original words. Chinese mea-
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sure words or classifiers, verbs and adjectives are often redupli-
cated, while other parts of speech are more rarely reduplicated.

Examples:

Word |  (Monosyllabic)

Class Reduplication
as (Polysyllabic)

Measure | bt = A : Meaning  “‘each”,

(2GS & adind b “every”.

/o Becomes a noun, the
&L second syllableadop-
‘o ting the neutraltone.
Bk JL

When a single mor-
. o . o |pheme word is re-
Ul WeuiFge | duplicated, the sec-
Verb e ond syllable of the
55 B | new compound
adopts the neutral
tone.
In dimorphemic
words adopting the
ABAB pattern of
reduplication  the
second and fourth
syllables of the re-
sulting words adopt
the neutral tone.

Nl of a monomorphe-
Bk L g mic word, the tone
(8. %) of the second syllab-
le becomes first

o <<
o <
IR
S
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tone and the -r suf-
fix is appended to

sese )L { s I I | the terminal sound.
; RKFTF | Dimorphemic words
CHy. ) reduplicated accord-
Adjective ing to the AABB
pattern, the second
é B S syllable adopts the
%z & | neutral tone and the
(18, H) penultimate and final
syllables adopt the
first tone. The en-
tire word may how-
ever be read with
the original tonic
values.
LN The second syllable
Noun ?T%%ﬁ adopts the neuiral
FEEHR tone.
- — . Meaning  “each”,
EX T UN “every”.
- = s Becomes a modifier
. _ TATT | or adverbial word.
Numeral | 7 —— %;E—Hﬁi’) In general, all two
TN (F) gy
Fif)\ (F )| and three digit fig-
(i) ures may be redupli-
cated.
Pronoun | 48 Hi
. I e
Adverbial T R OROs
AR
Onomato- ' yoremuy | wpay vy
poeic

ELE




