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An essential feature of the syntax of premodern written Chinese (Wenyan 3 3)
is its lack of morphology, resulting in overwhelming simplicity. Here I describe
Wenyan using a context-free grammar, removing semantics to reduce the rules of
syntax to just three and the parts of speech to two (plus some particles). All eight
combinations of two elements and three rules are well attested and meaningful,
and many more complex analyses can be reduced to them. | also illustrate this
analysis by comparing Wenyan to a functional programming language.
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1. Philosophy and Key Ideas

This paper concerns the syntax of Wenyan (wényan =) — premodern Chinese
written language. Many goals are possible in the study of a large corpus of an ancient
written language. Mine here is to develop a formal model to aid reading, given Wenyan’s
signature features. It is a symbolic system, in the sense described by Yuen Ren Chao:?

% Chao 1968a:202. “This would at first sight seem to be a kind of intellectual perversity. But that
is exactly the procedure of much of modern mathematics.”



A symbolic system is built up in which the terms and relations do not refer to an-
ything concrete and are defined implicitly by the set of their behaviour in the
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system.

| rely here on two useful ideas from Computer Science: separation of concerns and
context-free grammar.® | introduce them in this first section, after an outline of the key
ideas in the grammar. Although this section is highly formal, the rest of the grammar is
quite simple and not formal at all — Wenyan possesses the terse elegance of a symbolic
system, and these two Computer Science concepts are useful for giving precision to that
idea. But the reader may prefer to skip the philosophy overview and start with Section 2.

Section 2 discusses the key principle in Wenyan grammar: the indeterminacy of parts
of speech. Section 3 presents an actual context-free grammar of Wenyan and discusses its

semantic implications. | list conventions of notation at the very end of the paper.

1.1. Outline of the Model
The main points of the grammar described here are six:

(@)

(b)

(©)

(d)

All regular semantic categories reduce to the functions verb (V) and
noun (N), which are the two parts of speech in this model. Words whose
semantic categories are not regular do not reduce in this way and are
treated as grammar particles. Grammar particles generally disambiguate

relationships between the regular parts of speech.

Part of speech is merely function, and is not intrinsic to verbs and nouns,
nor are these categories truly distinct: verbs can be treated as nouns on
the fly, and vice versa. But in reading it is useful to distinguish noun
from verb function, and to be able to state how words acting in the two

functions are related to one another. That is the basis of this grammar.

All four combinations of verb and/or noun in two-word combinations are

well attested in writing: N; N,, V3 V,, V N, and N V.

Two words of either part of speech, when juxtaposed, can be related in
two ways: coordinately (in sequence) or subordinately (the first modify-

ing the second).

% In Computer Science literature these phrases are sometimes seen abbreviated to SoC and CFG.
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(e) Once coordinate and subordinate relations between words are taken into
account, eight combinations of verb and/or noun are possible, and all
eight are well attested in texts. Fig. 2, later in the text, shows the eight
combinations, and Section 3 details the semantic interpretation of each,
with examples.

4] Part of speech is fundamentally ambiguous. But, when necessary, com-
binations of verb and/or noun can be reduced through recursive applica-
tion of the rules above. Every pair of words can be reduced to V or N
function, and every group of three or more V or N can be reduced to two.

1.2. Separation of Concerns

To separate concerns means to minimize the complexity of a system, by assigning
different kinds of functionality to discrete components of that system. The phrase is due
to Edsger W. Dijkstra (1930-2002), who advocates the independence of tools at different
levels, in a hierarchy of components of a program or collection of programs:*

Whenever a piece of mathematical reasoning appeals to a theorem, the only thing
that matters on that level is what the theorem asserts and on that level it is equally
immaterial how that theorem has been proved (elsewhere). ... We can — and
should — apply the same principle in program composition, where it is reward-
ing to separate for each program component clearly “what it does” and “how it
works.” ... It is unwise to take the internal structure of a program component into
account on the level where it is used on account of what it does.

That is, tools should be usable as black boxes: unanalyzed wholes. Separation of con-
cerns became widely implemented in the philosophy underlying the UNIX operating sys-
tem. Programmers encounter it most often today in the form of input-output redirection
and piping.®

As written, Dijkstra’s statement may seem hard to connect to analyzing language. As
applied to Wenyan syntax, separation of concerns chiefly means excluding considerations
of semantics and etymology as much as possible, as they are the domain of lexicon rather
than syntax. That is an unusual choice; it is more common to mix semantics and other
ideas with syntax — as, for instance, when we distinguish pronouns from common nouns
from proper nouns, or animate from inanimate nouns, or adverbs of manner from adverbs
of extent, or negatives from other kinds of words.

* Dijkstra 1969:10; cf. 1974.
> See Kernighan & Pike, 1984:29-33.
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Meaning plainly contributes to how we settle syntactic relationships, and full separa-
tion is impossible, but segregation is not. My intention is that syntax be limited to de-
scribing relationships between parts of speech.

We are aware of historical considerations when we read and analyze Wenyan — of
trends in diction and style, of the history of phonology as it affects rhyming and prosodic
organization, and so forth. But if possible, syntax itself should be achronic — free of the
considerations of time — again as a matter of separation of concerns. That is, unlike the
free-wheeling practice of reading, when you consider syntax you ideally work under a
single system of analysis.

1.3. Context-Free Grammar

| represent Wenyan syntax abstractly using context-free grammar, a form of notation
that is efficient and permits systematic analysis.

Context-free grammar seems to have been conceived twice. N. Chomsky published
first, in 1956. His version consists of formal rules for describing the relationships be-
tween elements of natural language. He introduced it, under the name “phrase-structure
grammar,” as a foil against which to argue for his more sophisticated Transformational
Grammar model for natural languages.

Independently, in research beginning the year before Chomsky’s paper but not pub-
lished until afterwards, the Gesellschaft fir Angewandte Mathematik und Mechanik
(GAMM), later joined by the Association for Computing Machinery, developed pro-
posals for something whose various stages of development were termed a “universal pro-
gramming language,” a “common formula language,” and an “international algebraic
Ianguage.”6 It was introduced as an “International Algebraic Language” in 1958," and
revised as the “reference language” for ALGOL 1960.% The papers reporting the
GAMM/ALGOL research make no mention of Chomsky’s 1956 paper, and there is no
indication that one influenced the other.

In Computer Science, “grammar” generally means context-free grammar, without
further specification. That is different from Linguistics, where (even only in reference to
Chomsky) grammar is a general term and we can make no assumptions about which of
countless models is intended. Credit for “context-free grammar” is hard to assign. The
name is certainly due to Chomsky,” but there exist two different traditions of notation for
it (see below). Chomsky’s notation uses syntax trees prominently, as illustrated in the

® Perlis & Samelson 1960:268-71.
" Backus 1959.

8 Naur 1960.

% Chomsky 1959:393.
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next section. But trees are not original to Chomsky — they were already in use in the
mid-19th century in both linguistics and mathematics.® And it is hard to say just where
the innovation of context-free grammar lies. Perhaps there actually is no stark innovation
in this form of systematic notation, only accrued best practice.

1.3.1. The Two Forms of Context-free Grammar

Conventional context-free grammar applies to the parts of a classical syntax tree. A
syntax tree is made up of nodes, branching downward from a stem that represents a whole
sentences or other analyzable unit (Fig. 1)."*

Sentence

T

NP VP

Py /\
the man Verb NP

| o~
took the book

Fig. 1: Syntax tree (Chomsky 1956:117)

A context-free grammar offers two advantages over a tree. First, it is modular, so if the
model is complex we can compose it (build it up out of small parts) or study it incremen-
tally, rather than as a whole. Second, we can generalize into a single entity all the patterns
expressed in many different trees. The name context-free refers to the fact that each rule
can be applied independently of any others.

People tend to find syntax trees intuitive to grasp. By contrast, below consider a con-
text-free grammar representing the tree of Fig. 1. The system distinguishes terminal
strings (called leaf nodes in a tree: nodes with no further children, and bold-faced in Fig.
1) from non-terminal strings (called inner, non-leaf nodes in a tree). Non-terminal strings
are subject to rewrite rules, by which they are reinterpreted or replaced; terminals are

19-0On the history of tree-models in analyzing syntax, see Brittain 1973:67—72 on D.B. Chamber-
lin and 1973:138-45 on Charles Gauss and B.T. Hodge, Percival 1976, Mazziota 2016, and Maz-
ziota & Kahane 2017. Percival traces analysis by phrasal constituents to the fifteenth century. As
for mathematics, Donald Knuth shows that tree abstractions were already being analyzed mathe-
matically in the mid-19th century (Knuth 1968:405-6, revised in 1997:406—7; Sec. 2.3.4.6).

' The traditional term is root. Knuth suggests apex, and reviews the linguistic problems that arise
from using root to mean the beginning of a tree that apparently grows downward (1997:311; the
whole of section 2.3 is revised from 1968:305ff). But | prefer stem, since it seems to me to apply
to a plant growing in any direction.
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special in that they are not subject to those rules. Non-terminal strings are dominated by
noun phrases (NP) and verb phrases (VP) — a noun phrase has all the same semantic
characteristics of a noun; it differs only in that it can be further analyzed into constituent
parts. In the four examples below, Chomsky’s 1956 notation appears on the left; on the
right is the same statement in Backus-Naur Form. Each is followed by a plain English
statement of its meaning:

Chomsky’s 1956 notation Backus-Naur Form
@ Rule: Sentence — NP VP (Sentence) ::= (NP) (VP)

Rule (1) means: Sentence can be rewritten as NP VP, noun-phrase followed by
verb-phrase; all three elements are non-terminals.

(2)  Rule: VP — Verb NP (VP) ::= (Verb) (NP)

Rule (2) means: any verb-phrase VP in this tree can be rewritten as Verb followed by a
noun-phrase NP; all three elements are non-terminals.

3 Rule: NP — ‘the man’, ‘the book’ (NP) ::= ‘the man’ | ‘the book’

Rule (3) means: any noun-phrase NP in this tree can be rewritten as one element from the
collection “the man” and “the book,” both of which are terminals.

4) Rule: Verb — ‘took’ (Verb) ::= ‘took’

Rule (4) means: the element Verb in this tree can be rewritten as “took,” a terminal.
Most of the differences between the notations look superficial:

(5) In Backus-Naur Form, non-terminals are marked by enclosure within an-
gle brackets {...), where Chomsky uses no explicit demarcation.

(6) The disjunction (“or”) relationship is represented with a pipe | where
Chomsky uses a comma.

(7) For Chomsky’s arrow, Backus-Naur Form uses a complex symbol com-
posed of two colons and an equality sign, ::=.

These differences in notation are superficial but betoken three important conceptual dis-
tinctions.
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First, there is a distinction in how the models are to meant be applied. Backus-Naur
Form consists of “metalinguistic formulas” that embody “syntactic definitions,” against
Chomsky’s “rules” that “produce derivations.”** Chomsky’s notation and terminology
suggest cause-effect relationships and the passage of time, whereas the GAMM/ALGOL
language is more frankly axiomatic and achronic.

Chomsky implies the passage of time not only with the word “derivations.” As a
matter of fact, he is working in the context of finite state languages, for which “rules” are
achronic and do not imply the passage of time at all. But he is also offering a “theory of
the structure of a [natural] language” producing valid (and only valid) utterances; he de-
fines theory explicitly: ™

Linguistic theory attempts to explain the ability of a speaker to produce and un-
derstand new sentences, and to reject as ungrammatical other new sequences, on
the basis of his limited linguistic experience.

In other words, Chomsky is modeling the actual production (and understanding) of lan-
guage by an actual competent speaker.’* Chomsky’s version of a context-free grammar
describes the way abstract linguistic entities produce the literal components of natural
language, in their observed sequence. In the context of Computer Science, where parsing
is the main application of a grammar, there is no need for the notion of a “speaker” with
the “ability to produce” valid utterances. Instead, the grammar defines the fundamental
types of which more complex, composite types or entities are made up; the application is
analytical.

The connective symbol that connects the left and right parts of each rule or formula is
characteristic of the difference between the two conceptions. Chomsky uses a rightward
arrow, suggesting production. The arrow has long been the traditional connective for
“implies” in propositional logic, and was in use as “stands for” and “the sign of defini-
tion” by the generation of mathematical logicians before Chomsky.™ Backus-Naur Form
and its immediate predecessors use, variously:

~

12 Backus 1959:14, Naur 1960:301, Chomsky 1956:117-8. Backus uses “formulas™; Naur substi-
tutes “formulae” and adds “syntactic definitions.”

3 Chomsky 1956:113.

' Even though he says elsewhere that “grammars take a completely neutral point of view,” fa-
voring neither speaker nor hearer (Chomsky 1959:137n1).

1> See Church 1940:58, Church & Quine 1952:179.
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— all suggesting equivalence.'® For my purposes, in keeping with the principle of
achronic formal analysis, equivalence is more parsimonious than production.

A second conceptual difference between the Chomsky and GAMM/ALGOL nota-
tions involves the completeness of the context-free grammar. Chomsky treats con-
text-free grammar as the foundation on which to add two kinds of information to his fully
elaborated grammar: morphophonemic rules and “transformations.”

My view is that reading a purely written language is more like parsing a programming
language than like modeling the linguistic behavior of a competent native speaker. Con-
sider what the utility of morphophonemics or transformation might be in application to
reading Wenyan. That assumption may well misrepresent how fluent readers, and espe-
cially those fluent readers who are native speakers, actually read. But it is not a goal of
this paper to model linguistic behavior by humans.

1.3.2. The Purpose of Using Context-free Grammar

The model described in this paper uses context-free grammar to describe the rela-
tionships between parts of speech, in order to make those relationships precise. Precision
in syntax helps pin down the meanings of words and phrases, which are sometimes ex-
tremely fuzzy. Yuen Ren Chao (1896-1986) often used “looseness” to describe syntactic
relationships in Mandarin, and Wenyan is much the same way.*’

Morphophonemics — semantically motivated phonological changes to word structure
— is supposed to allow for changes like making the English past tense from the present.
The word rule is misleading here, since we may understand it to imply a regular pattern.
But the set of rules for English includes various unique cases for which there is no pat-
tern: have corresponds without pattern to had, and take without pattern to took, alongside
the regular walk to walked. In reality, rule just means one element of a mapping: any ab-
straction on the left of the connective symbol can be replaced with any of the elements on
the right.

But there are no morphophonemic rules acting on the received Chinese script (the
written form of Wenyan that this syntactic model describes) and it appears they never
have. The script represents sound — even ancient sound, to say nothing of modern — far
too coarsely to indicate any derivational morphology. Wenyan in its received form is a
written language made up of inert symbols. Morphophonemic changes also occur only
very minimally in how written Wenyan is read aloud today. Under the logical razor of
separation of concerns, morphophonemics is outside of my purview.

'® The initial report of 1958 (Perlis & Samelson 1960:173) uses a large tilde ~; Backus 1959
uses :=, Naur 1960 uses ::=, which remains customary today.
" Chao 1968b, Sections 2.4.1, 2.10.7, 5.2.6, and many other places.
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Transformations are the signature linguistic concept of the Chomsky school; their
purpose is to predict valid sentences that may not yet be attested, and to validate different
attested syntactic patterns against one another. Chomsky’s core example is making an
active verb passive: if sentence (8), below, is valid, then sentence (9) is also valid:

(8) The man ate the food.
9 The food was eaten by the man.

In English, even transformations may themselves also require application of morphopho-
nemics — forming the English passive was eaten from was — whereas Wenyan verbs are
normally ambiguous as to grammatical voice and show no change in form, even if we
generally turn to active or passive expressions in translation:

(10)  zhirén 76 A (VP) “for ruling to occur, affecting others”
w ‘to rule others’
zhi ya rén 765N (VP) “for ruling to occur vis-a-vis others”
w ‘to be ruled by others’
shirén &£ A (VP) “for feeding to occur, affecting others”

w ‘to feed others’
shiyarén AN (VP) “for feeding to occur vis-a-vis others”
w ‘to be fed by others’

RIRAF AN BAFERAS

Those who are ruled feed others; those who rule are fed by others.

Note that between literal and idiomatic glosses | use a pointing index finger (=), avoid-
ing the arrow (—) used elsewhere.

(11)  yiwa &Y (VP) “for putting into service to occur, affecting
things” = ‘to put things into service’
yi yawu &3R4 (VP) “for putting into service to occur vis-a-Vis

things” = ‘to be put into service by things’

e, Brm, HAERDY
The saying is: The gentleman makes people and things his tools; the pet-
ty person is made a tool by people and things.

18 Mengzi, “Téng Wén gong, shang” (FHTF) BECA L.
19-xanzi, “Xiashen” (4 1) 15%.

10
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(12)  zhirén A (VP) “for control to occur, affecting others”
zhi ya rén AN (VP) “for control to occur vis-a-vis others”

CE N n N £t ) AN
The successful usually control others; the unsuccessful are usually con-
trolled by others.

However, even without a difference in the form of the graphs 7& or & or %, Chom-
sky’s larger point is that the syntactic pattern V /2 N implies the existence in the corpus
of another pattern VV N, and vice versa. Transformation predicts the existence of one sen-
tence from the existence of the other, validating both.

Apart from morphophonemics, there are two reasons that a model like transforma-
tionalism is unnecessary for a study of Wenyan syntax. One is separation of concerns: the
distinction between active and passive voice, and even the idea of grammatical voice
itself, are all semantic and hence out of scope. The other is that this syntax does not mod-
el the linguistic behavior of a native speaker; it merely interprets the relationships be-
tween different parts of speech. Those relationships guide the semantic interpretation of a
closed corpus by making precise the meanings of words and phrases, which are uniquely
imprecise in Chinese.

A model of a native speaker’s linguistic behavior would have to do much more than
that. It would have to predict valid forms not yet attested. That, however, is different
from my goal, which is to parse existing forms in a way that stays reasonably close to the
original character of the language. For my purpose, a much simpler model is better, lest it
generate invalid sentences. As Knuth remarks, “it is quite difficult to fathom the signifi-
cance of a [formal] language defined by productions.”?

1.3.3. Ambiguity: Competing Explanations for an Expression

Chomsky considers context-free grammar inadequate because some expressions may
match more than one syntactic pattern, and the grammar provides no guidance for choos-
ing the correct one. He calls such cases “nonequivalent derivations” and “constructional
homonymity” (sic),? preferring a model of grammar with more decision-making pow-
er.®

20 Xnzi, “Xitshen” (H7-) 4.
2 Knuth 1964:735.

22 Chomsky 1956:121, 124. As of this writing, homonymity has not yet been collected into
the Oxford English Dictionary, which prefers homonymy for this usage.

% Chomsky 1956:118, 123.

Sl

11
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Here, however, context-free grammar is a tool for guiding the reader to find plausible
semantics when reading. Ambiguity is useful, because each different syntactic structure
that can we can apply to an expression brings with it distinctive semantic interpretations.
Considering those distinctive interpretations improves our chances of finding a plausible
way to interpret the text. Ambiguous relationships may be an obstacle to predicting a
native speaker’s linguistic behavior, but not to analyzing a corpus. In the latter, there does
not have to be a single “correct” pattern.

1.4. Basic Assumptions
Seven basic assumptions in this paper are as follows (some others are discussed in
Section 4.1):

(13)  Premise: This is a model for analyzing premodern Chinese written lan-
guage. It does not promise to produce correct sentences, and it is not
meant apply to oral language.

(14)  Premise: The model uses only two parts of speech — noun and verb. All
other familiar parts of speech can be reduced to these two and all other
constructions are, overall, either nominal or verbal.

(15)  Premise: Part of speech is relative, not intrinsic. Context makes noun
function as verb, and vice versa.

Premise 15 is the key principle of Wenyan syntax and it appears to apply to all words in
these two parts of speech.

Aside: perhaps it seems strange to be using “context-free” grammar to describe a
language in which context is everything. Context-free, however, describes the individual
rules of the grammar, and means that each of them is independent of any others. There is
no inconsistency with the rhetorical sense of “context” in Premise 15.

(16)  Premise: Syntax here means the structure of relationships among parts of
speech.

(17)  Premise: Words that do not class together as parts of speech are called
particles.

The two assumptions discussed earlier in the present section are:

(18)  Premise: Relationships among parts of speech are expressed using con-
text-free grammar as an efficient representation.

12
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(19)  Premise: I strive to apply this idea under the model of separation of con-
cerns, without involving other aspects of grammar, especially semantics,
but also evidence of the scholia.

| discuss the assumptions other than those two, and their implications, in Section 2.
2. The Key Principle of Wenyan Syntax and Its Implications

2.1. Wenyan as the Object of Study

| do not define exactly the corpus to which the model applies, but in the main it com-
prises the received written texts of the millennium covering the Eastern Zhou J&, War-
ring States (Zhangud #§[), and Han # eras (770 B.C.E.—C.E. 220), with a long tail of
texts composed up to modern times by people who had intimate knowledge of that core
corpus. There are other corpora, ancient and more recent, but | do not address them here.
I think it less useful to delimit the corpus in the abstract than to seek a system of syntax
that is coherent and covers the core corpora reasonably well. Using single system of
analysis highlights exceptional passages in the core corpus, as well as usage in older or
newer texts that the rules of the system do not cover.

My working assumption is that these texts represent language that was always, even
in the Warring States, fundamentally written, so that it usually embodied a high diglossic
register, rather than genuine oral language (of any register). Some received ancient texts
purport to record actual dialogue, and perhaps they do; but the important thing is that they
also appear to fit within the model described here.

The corpus of Western Zhou and Warring States bronze inscriptions fit this model,
t00.%* And the model can apply to much of the lexicon of modern Mandarin, but not to
all of it, and in any case Mandarin is not the target object.

2.2. On Reducing Other Parts of Speech to Noun and Verb

Most of the familiar parts of speech — things like pronouns and prepositions, and so
forth — are semantic categories; their syntactic roles, however, are only either verbal
(verb: V) or nominal (noun: N). Nouns are a large category:

(20)  Definition: What is normally meant by pronouns and proper nouns are
fundamentally nouns.

Semantically, pronouns and proper nouns are indeed distinct from common nouns, but
(under separation of concerns) semantics is not at issue in syntax. They do not share all of

24 Branner 2018.

13
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the possible behavior of common nouns (pronouns, for instance, do not take attributive
modifiers) but that would affect rules about production — how we generate correct
Wenyan — not how we read or analyze it.

(21)  Definition: What is normally meant by prepositions or coverbs are fun-
damentally verbs.

In Mandarin and for prescriptive purposes, it is useful to distinguish the coverb from oth-
er verbs, but in describing Wenyan the distinction is unnecessary.?

(22)  Definition: What is normally meant by adverbs is something that modi-
fies verbs, usually as to manner or extent. (Manner and extent are se-
mantic matters, however.) Both verbs and nouns can modify a verb; there
is no place for a separate adverb category.

(23)  Definition: What is normally meant by adjectives are verbs of state or
quality. They may appear distinct in meaning from verbs of action, but
that is a detail of semantics, not syntax.

In regard to their syntactic behavior, adjectives and verbs are not distinct in Wenyan, but
they are distinct in modern spoken languages, such as Mandarin, and that can cast a haze
over our clear understanding of Wenyan syntax. The issue depends in part on how we
define intensive adverbs, but the adverb is not a necessary category in Wenyan.

2.3. The Interchange of Noun and Verb

The verb-noun distinction is semantic in nature. For Wenyan syntax, it is a conven-
ient fiction because it ramifies syntactic relationships; those relationships are then useful
for specifying the semantics of words in combination.

- The word co-verb (hyphenated) apparently originates with George Kennedy (1938:v-vi); the
first statement in English that Chinese prepositions are fundamentally verbs also seems to be from
Kennedy’s hand (1939:15):

5a) Chinese has no original class of words that can be called prepositions. All of

the functions of prepositions in European languages are performed in Chinese by

verbs.
Coverb, normally jieci 45 ‘preposition’, is sometimes rendered literally as gongdongci F: B
in Chinese.
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The idea of a starkly reduced set of Chinese parts of speech has been in the air, in
North American sinology, from the mid-twentieth century onward. Western students of
language certainly noticed and praised the minimalist beauty of Wenyan long before that.
Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767-1835), for one, described it as reiner Gedanke vermittelst
der Sprache [pure thought mediated by language].?®

Learning to re-conceive of a noun as a verb and a verb as a noun is one of the basic
skills of solving syntactic problems when reading Wenyan. Cultivating this skill, explic-
itly, appears to have been part of the highly minimalistic pedagogical tradition of Peter A.
Boodberg (1903-1972). Boodberg did not teach that there were only verbs and nouns; his
Syllabus also names adjectives and adverbs as parts of speech.?’ Even more suggestive is
the work of George Kennedy (1901-60), who advocates three parts of speech: nouns,
verbs, and ambs (from “ambivalent”), meaning verb-like words that take no object and
can serve as adjunct to a noun.?® Other hands, such as John A. Cikoski, have also pro-
posed highly restricted inventories of parts of speech and interchangeable functions
among them.?® Christoph Harbsmeier describes “hermaphroditic verbo-nominal hybrid
functions.”*

The difference between nouns and verbs is semantic because verbs name actions or
states; nouns name objects material or abstract, including persons and places. This single
semantic contrast is the basis of the verb-noun part-of-speech distinction, and the distinc-
tion is the whole basis of syntax. Overall, the system of syntax in this paper outputs se-
mantics but it does not take semantics as its input, apart from this one noun-verb contrast.

Below I introduce some examples of the verb-noun relationship. The first are cases
where the noun is apparently primary and the verb apparently derived. (I discuss the
terms primary and derived in Section 2.4, below.)

% Humboldt 1907[1836]:164.

2 Boodberg 1943: “Introduction”.

%8 Kennedy 1964:370—77. He called parts of speech word classes. Kennedy also tried to subclas-
sify his three parts of speech as to what the present paper calls semantic function: a noun N func-
tioning as the object of a verb is symbolized No but a noun functioning adverbially is symbolized
Nd; an amb A serving adjectivally is symbolized Aj; and so on.

2% See Cikoski 1978. Cikoski feels that “the working principles of [Wenyan] grammar ... cannot
possibly lie entirely in the structure of its sentences and nothing else” (1978:39-40), an outlook
obviously at variance with the model in the present paper.

%0 Harbsmeier 1998:142.
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2.3.1. The Verb Usage of a Noun

Since the nouns in the following cases are concrete, I illustrate only the corresponding
verbal usages. Literal renderings are in double quotes (“...””) and more idiomatic render-
ings in single (‘...”) or none. If both appear in the same gloss, the symbol = connects
them.

24) rn H N ‘sun; day’*
V ‘to last for a day’

Here is an example of the verbal usage:
(25)  bari ~H (VP) ‘not to pass a day’s duration’

Il was
“to accomplish it such that one does not pass a day’s duration”
w ‘to get it done in under a day’

Here are three further examples:

(26) ben K N ‘root or trunk of tree; fundamental issue’
V ‘to treat as the fundamental issue; to found
upon’

(27)  beéntong AHE (VP) ‘to found upon general principles’

KA FZ HA™
[These rulers] did not found their government on Confucian notions of
goodness and righteousness.

(28)  bi N ‘kind of hunting net with long handles’
V ‘to go hunting with a H&-net’ (also written )

% 1n keeping with the idea that part of speech is not intrinsic in Wenyan, | want to understand
these glosses as alternants, so | do not assign them separate citation numbers.

%2 Méngzi, “Liang Hui wang, shang” (& T) ZHET L.

% Han sha, “Xingfa zhi” () VL.
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(29)  bizhr #2 (VP) ‘to hunt them with nets’

BETHR, RBoge®
The mandarin ducks are flying off —
net them with handled nets, net them with thrown nets.

(30) chu %t N ‘the state of Srhah’
V ‘to behave as people do in the state of Srhah’

(31) qichu HAE (NP) ‘their behaving as appropriate to the state
of Srhah’

H $ i sk HAES
to beat [your children] daily and hope they behave as though in Srhah

The expression qi chiz H4E is a noun phrase here, but within it chi has its verbal mean-
ing.

2.3.2. The Nominal Usage of Verbs

In contrast, here are examples of verbs — meaning those words that we easily con-
ceive of as verbs — that also have noun behavior attested. Below I list the verbal usage
first.

(32) bian ## V ‘to change, be changed’
N ‘a change; esp. major/sudden change’

(33)  biantai #t#e (NP) ‘changing circumstances’

U BAERE T N8, 2 i

He doesn’t run out of ideas, even if he repeatedly runs into changing cir-
cumstances — that is because he carefully considers them against the
touchstone of how a person lives up to social relationships.

In the noun phrase biantai %%E, bian #& is verbal.

%% Shijing, “Xiaoya, Sanght zhi shi, Yuanyang” (FH6S) /NS B2 1105,
% Mengzi, “Téng Wén gong, xia” (& 1) BEXAT.
% X(inzi, “Jindao” () FiH.
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(34)

(35)

(36)

(37)

(38)

(39)

sanbian —#2# (NP) ‘three changes’

B =, B2 EAA, BNk, S th)EY
The gentleman undergoes three changes in how he appears to others. To
view him at a distance, he seems imposing. When you approach him, he
is warm. When you hear what he says, he seems stern.

chan V ‘to give birth, be born’
N ‘product, production; property that produces
income’

dichan iz (VP) ‘to be produced singly’

LB, A o A
A scholar is worthy and so appears in this world without peers; an object
is valuable and so is produced as the only one of its kind.

héngchan 1Az (NP) ‘constant income’

R TR RO e R REY
If it is a question of maintaining a constant state of mind without a con-
stant income, only a scholar can manage it.

wang 2 V ‘to hope for, gaze at’
N ‘aspiration; prestige; the full, “gazed-at”
moon’

wangzhi 2.2 (VP) ‘to gaze at them’

R 2 B2 IR
The people of a state vanquished in a punitive war gaze at them with ad-
miration as though their parents.

3 tnysi, “Zizhang”  (GAEE) TR

8| Unhéng, “Ziji”  (GRfE) .

% Mengzi, “Liang Hui wang, shang” (1) PEE |-,

40| iishi chiingii, “Méngqid ji, Hudi chong” (= FCFRFK) FAkho - 15e.
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(40) Kb, Bz, i E e 2ht
The Crown Prince is the foundation of the state. That being so, he is the
hope of the common people.

2.4. The Relativity of Part of Speech

In the examples above, it may seem obvious to the reader that one behavior is more
basic than the other. In gloss 41 it is easy to conclude that a word is intrinsically nominal
and that the verbal sense is derived:

(41) lei %A N ‘category’
V “to ‘category’
category’

ER]

w ‘to fall into the same

The noun definition seems more concrete, and Axel Schuessler cites cognates in Ti-
beto-Burman languages and transcriptions into Chinese, all nouns.*? But the verbal sense
is well attested in various ancient or conservative texts in the corpus; for instance:

(42)  bulei ~%4 (VP) ‘not to fall into a category’
SRS
I brought myself to the point that | was not among [the good].
(43)  zhilei %¥A (VP) ‘to understand “categorying” ’
JUA S ™

In their ninth year, pupils understand how things fall into categories and
they possess judgment.

The notion that, of a verbal and nominal usage, one is primary and the other derived
is a convenience in reading. As a matter of separation of concerns, a syntactic analysis
should not depend on the etymological question of whether a usage is actually primary or
derived. Neither of these parts of speech is really independent of the other; it is their con-
trast that makes each meaningful in the overall system. Almost every content word can
behave as noun or as verb in some context. Certainly every word, even a particle, can
function nominally when one is referring to it as a word or graph. For instance:

- Shuayuan, “Jianbén” (ER3H) HEA.

*2-Schuessler 2007:347; 2009:314.

*3 Shang shiz, “Shang sha, Taijid, zhong” (M) A H .
MLT, “Xuéjin (R B
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(44)  qizhishi =2 & (NP) “things that belong to the graph =’
conggi M= (VP) ‘to follow the graph =’

Rrd
Everything that belongs to the graph & “follows” (is placed after, or is
derived from) the graph .

9y

Here “the graph & is a noun, even though as a word qi % is a particle. And we can
understand essentially every utterance used alone as functioning verbally — as long we
can cast it as declaring some action or state. Under Premise 15, that part of speech is not
intrinsic, there is no need to make assumptions about which sense is later historically than
the other.

The flexibility of parts of speech is not limited to Wenyan; it is common in most
forms of Chinese — in Mandarin, for instance. Below are three common cases of nouns
used as adjectives. (Mandarin adjectives are a subcategory of verbs with distinctive syn-
tax, and parts of speech here are for Mandarin.)

(45)  péngyou HHA (NP) ‘friend’
(46)  bu péngyou ~ARA (VP) “not to “friend’ >
= ‘not to behave as a friend should’
47 junzi BT (NP) ‘gentleman’
(48)  hen jianzi RE 1 (VP) “very much to ‘gentleman’ ”

w ‘gentlemanly’
(49)  zhonggud H[EH] (NP) ‘China’

eichang zhonggud FE& HI[E “very ‘China’ ”
(50)  feichang zh 6 FEHHIE  (VP) Ch
w ‘highly characteristic of China’

There are countless such examples. Here is the same type of behavior in Taiwanese,
another modern spoken language: hoan Z has noun sense and means “non-Han person”;
it is also an adjective.*® Here are noun usages of the word or morpheme:

> Shuowén 21 6.
‘6 Examples from Russell Sprinkle et al. (1976:245-6 etc.), exactly as in the original. The roman-
ization is Church romanization, derived originally from Carstairs Douglas 1873; the asterisk rep-
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(51) hoan-a A2 BN MBI aborigine; foreigner (rude expres-
sion)

(52) chhe*-hoan  4:%; BF## A aborigines of Taiwan; an unruly fellow’

The morphological suffix -4 in example 51 is diminutive or nominalizing in various
senses; and in example 52 hoan is a bound form. Here are adjectival (that is, fundamen-
tally verbal) usages: first as a free form and then subjected to intensive reduplication (a
kind of adjectival morphology productive in Taiwanese):*’

(53) i chin hoan AR A5EEE He is very barbarous (unreasonable).
(54)  hoan-hoan A EE rude, ignorant, and unreasonable

Are these examples fundamentally nouns or verbs? Both usages are attested, but at
least in the Mandarin examples we feel by instinct that their primary meanings are se-
mantically nominal as a matter of common usage, and that the adjectival meanings are
derived special cases. That is natural, because parts of speech in both Mandarin and Tai-
wanese are more rigid than in Wenyan. Yet even in these languages, examples of this sort
are numerous and widespread; interchange of verb and noun remains productive in many
forms of oral Chinese. It is a common typological feature across Sinitic languages.

Some words appear completely ambiguous as to part of speech: numbers, and also
times, dates, and seasons. It is useful to think of them as the names of states: as states
they are functionally verbal, but as names they are also functionally nominal. Again, this
is a semantic problem, since verbs and nouns as parts of speech are interchangeable. But
which is it more useful to think of as the primary sense?

Here is an example of a number, si VU ‘four’, translated first as a noun:

(55) ARk, BEE%&. fL1-H. W9
When it is not possible to complete the ritual, how many tries does it take
for the ritual to be abandoned? Confucius said, “Four of them.”

resents a nasalized final. There is no direct representation of the Taiwanese in characters in
Sprinkle, and parts of speech are not marked.

“ Taiwanese also has intensive retriplication (for instance, hoan-hoan-hoan ‘extremely uncivi-
lized’, with otherwise unique tone sandhi) but examples are not usually reflected in dictionaries,
and even the distinctive phonetics of this construction often fails to make its way into formal
descriptions of the language.

B Liji, “Zengzi wen” (L) &R,
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Now consider it as a verb:
(55") ... “It takes four [tries].” or “[One does it] four times.”

How meaningful is the difference between 55 and 55'? It may seem to be picking nits, but
| think a number is semantically ambiguous as a verb or a noun. It can be a noun because
we manipulate it as though it were an object, but it can also be a verb because a quantity
is a state: how many of some object we are talking about is part of the object’s state.

Seasons and dates most often function to modify verb phrases, a context where any
semantic difference between nouns and verbs is erased, but it is possible to render them
explicitly (if awkwardly) as verbs:

(56)  sannian =4 (VP) ‘to occur during the third year’
chiin % (VP) ‘to occur during the Spring’
wang eryue¢ £ H (VP) ‘to occur during the second month as
rectified by the King’
jisi CLEL (VP) ‘to occur on day 6 of the cycle’

ri you shizht HH £ “During the appearance of the sun, there

9 9

occurred ‘eating it’.” = ‘There was an eclipse.’

M & EZH, 2B, BEARE®
It was the third year and it was the Spring, during the second moon under
the King’s rectified calendar, during day 6 of the cycle. There was an

eclipse.
Or as nouns:
(56")  sannian —4F (NP) ‘the third year’
chan #& (NP) ‘the Spring’
wang éryue = H (NP) ‘the second month as rectified by the King’
jisi LB (NP) ‘day 6 of the cycle’

=4 R, EZHL BB, BARZ
Spring of the third year. The second moon under the King and day 6 of
the cycle. There was an eclipse.

The difference is merely trivial in English translation. But in Chinese it is arbitrary,
which is more significant than being trivial.

%9 7u6 zhuan quoting Chingiiz, “Executive Yin, year 37 (/Ef8) FE/A =4F.
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English speakers may consider colors indeterminate as to part of speech. But in
Wenyan they function verbally, with regularity, because color, like number, can be a state
rather than a thing.

(57)  chi #f V ‘to be red’

PR, BREDE, HERRTERIE, MR
The overall state of his illness was “hilling up” and fullness in the belly,
and it took up residence in his bladder. He had difficulty voiding waste,
either in front or in back, and his urine was red.

(58) hei V ‘to be black’
HARIE o >

Its overall state is clear-cold, and the [dominant] color is black.

Colors are indeed both nominal and adjectival in English, but that should not be at issue
in deciding what part of speech to consider primary when untangling a problem passage
in Wenyan.

2.5. Syntax as the Structure of Part-of-Speech Relationships

If part of speech is not intrinsic, then what is the point of treating a word as noun or
verb at all? Could we have a syntactic system with no parts of speech?

Changes of semantics feel real to most of us, but it is more effective to think of a
Chinese word as possessing a cloud of meaning, without rigid internal divisions. The
distinction between Wenyan noun and verb is a fiction, but it is a useful one because it
allows us to examine the collection of syntactic relationships between words. Without at
least a single distinction (N vs. V), it is hard to imagine how to specify those relation-
ships. Of course, much reading is carried out by the brain, impressionistically and without

*0 shy ji, “Bisn Qué Cang gong liézhuan™ (SHF) JR4EAZAFIME. | render shan Jiii abstractly,
following Shuowén “f&J@HL [It is when the belly hurts]” and Shiming B4« EAl, ik
i, FEAEFESR b fid e [When the heart hurts it is called Jifi. It means 7% “spreading rumor
rampantly’. It means having pain when the overall state of illness involves rising after massing
together].” The Gudngyun lists two different readings for the graph 3iii: {sran-2a} — *shan and
{sranH-2a} — shan. Let us agree to avoid rendering gi % anachronistically as “energy.”

L Changii fanli, “Zhishui wixing” (K ETE) JAKFAT.
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conscious analysis.*® It is when we have have to apply our minds to figuring out a diffi-
cult sentence that we slow down and proceed rationally, holding the larger meaning of
the various words in mind and trying ‘“fit’’ them, in their appropriate parts of speech, into
a gestalt.

Since it is useful to have somewhere to start, even if we have to revise our views lat-
er, we try to assign the parts of speech a category N or V by “basic meaning” of the word.
The process of settling on that basic meaning is not trivial. We must consider the word's
most familiar usages, its behavior as documented in reference works, the structure of the
graphs used to write it, the relative times when it is attested in different senses, and so on.

All four combinations of N and V in two positions are well attested and meaningful.
In addition, there are two ways that the two positions can be related. They can be coordi-
nate, in which their meanings are sequential and of approximately equal semantic weight
(relative importance). Or they can be subordinate, in which case the one of the elements
has greater weight than the other; the element with greater weight is the head and the
other an adjunct and modifies it. Figure 2 shows these relationships in tabular form.

coordinate relationship subordinate relationship
second syllable second syllable
N V N V
N N N NV N| (N)-N (N)-V
first syllable first syllable
V VN VYV V| (V)-N (V)-V

Fig. 2: Possible combinations of V and N
in coordinate and subordinate relationships

The actual semantic interpretations of each combination appear in Section 3, below.

%2 Whether or not the brains of fluent Wenyan readers are really dealing cognitively with only
two parts of speech, or whether their reading is mediated by the grammar of various spoken lan-
guages, is an interesting question that | do not think has been broached experimentally.
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2.6. Particles

Particles are a large topic. By definition full of diverse behavior, they are mostly out
of scope in this presentation, but here | offer brief discussion.

Particles embody syntactic function. At times they determine meaning decisively and
outright. But they also very often serve to disambiguate sentences that would otherwise
be difficult to understand (even if still grammatical). Disambiguation usually means
disam-biguating the syntax, but at times it only means clarifying semantics. In the latter
case, the syntax of the disambiguated sentence may not be the same as that of the
original, ambiguous sentence.

However, there are times when a particle is semantically determinative, so it is not an
infallible tool for disambiguating confusing syntax. Its presence may give a phrase a
meaning different from what that phrase would normally mean without it. An example is:

(59)  zhou meéng J& 2 NV “Tiw dreams”

T J A8 2y RS
Tiw, of clan Tsrang, dreamt of being a butterfly.

(60)  zhou zhiméng J&E 2% (NP) ‘the fact or situation of Tiw dreaming’

JEl 2 2
“the situation of Tiw dreaming of being of a butterfly”
w Tiw’s dream of being a butterfly...

Example 59 is a whole sentence semantically; example 60 is explicitly a noun phrase
because zhi .2 appears between topic zhou J& and comment méng wéi hidié 22 k.
See Sections 3.2.4, 3.2.5, and 3.3.3 on topic-comment structure.

Another example is:

(61)  zaochao &> (VP) “to go to court” = ‘to attend court’

(62) zaoylchédo EHEA  (VP) “to perform the act of attending, vis-a-vis
court” = ‘to attend court’

where zao is most naturally understood in example 61 as transitive, even though it is se-
mantically ambiguous as to transitivity; zao is intransitive in example 62 because yi 7
appears between it and the noun ch&o . It is simplest to translate both examples as “to

%3 Both examples from Zhuangzi, “Qiwu lan” (1) FE#aa.
% Both examples from Meéngzi, “Gongsiin Chou, xia” (& 1) AFRH .
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attend court,” but their syntax is not identical. (See also discussion on the objects of verbs
of motion in examples 128-132.)

Particles do not make up a uniform and well-populated class, all showing the same
syntactic function. The only well-populated classes are words that can behave as verb and
words that can behave as noun — those are sets with, at least, many thousands of mem-
bers. No function associated with any particle has cardinality anything like that, and some
of the important particles — such as zhé %, sus 7T, yi 2= — are essentially unique in
their behavior. We might call particles a distinct part of speech in their own right, but
given their failure to “category,” it is better to treat them as something outside the
framework of parts of speech.

For example, exclamations are best treated as particles, unless they can be shown to
have verbal or nominal behavior. Wiz /& and withi #-F “Oh no! Alas!” (but also
“how?”’) may be such cases.

Verb and noun are traditionally called shizi ‘#“f- “substantial words, solid words,
content-words’, and words not of that category are called xizi T “insubstantial words,
empty words’ [particles]. Particles are a tentative category, dominated by grammatical-
ized content-words. Whatever their meaning before grammaticalization, in their behavior
as particles they tend to supply functionality rather than concrete semantics, and to dis-
ambiguate syntax. Under separation of concerns, | consider only their behavior, consign-
ing examination of their origins to the distinct subject of etymology.

Particles contribute to syntactic patterns that are part of the larger picture of Wenyan
grammar.

(63)  Rule of Thumb: bu A~ normally implies the following expression is
verbal. See the use of buri /~H and bulei ~4%& in examples 25 and 42.

(64)  Rule of Thumb: sus Fir implies following expression is verbal and tran-
sitive; the combination 7 V is normally a noun phrase, meaning the
object of the verb.

(65)  Rule of Thumb: ér 1 implies that the preceding and following expres-
sions are verbal. A fine example is 40, where gué zhi ji 5.2 % ‘founda-
tion of the state’ and bdixing zhi wang & #2222 ‘hope of the common
people’ are noun phrases, but the pattern N 1 is verbal: ‘to be founda-
tion of the state’ and ‘to be the hope of the common people’.

(66)  Rule of Thumb: wi # ‘there is not; not to have’ normally implies the
following expression is nominal; it also has a semantically imperative
meaning as an auxiliary verb ‘do not...’, but it is useful to treat semantic
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auxiliary verbs as taking their “main” verbs as objects and therefore as
nouns.

(67)  Rule of Thumb: ya /A has diverse functionality, but its most common
usages imply the expression preceding it is verbal and the one following
it is nominal. See examples 10-12, and 62.

(68)  Rule of Thumb: zhi 2 also has diverse functionality, including regular
uses as verb and as noun. But its most common use as a particle implies
that the following expression is nominal.

(69) Rule of Thumb: yé i often implies that the preceding expression is
nominal, although that is not true uniformly. Also, a nominal expression
suffixed by yé . is normally verbal.

But | describe syntax in the present essay based on relationships between content
words only, as represented by the part-of-speech types of their meanings. Particles con-
tribute to Wenyan syntax, and they add to the inventory of syntactic relationships, though
not to the inventory of relationships at the level of the three rules in Section 3. The be-
havior of a particle is best described using patterns, in which it appears mixed with con-
tent words whose relationships it mediates. For instance,

(70)  (VP) & (NP) ‘one who (VP); that which (VP); the action/state of
(VPy
(71)  (NP) th (VP) ‘to be (NP); to be a case of (NP)’

(72)  FE (NP) 1 (VP) “to negate or deny (NP)”
w ‘not to be (NP); not to be a case of (NP)’

Note that the particles in these patterns are not parts of speech but particular words. If
another particular word can replace one of them, that fact has to be documented in detail
— particles do not fall into classes the way (NP) and (VP) do.

3. Wenyan Context-Free Grammar of Nouns and Verbs
The context-free grammar is limited to interactions between nouns and verbs, unme-
diated by particles. Notational conventions of the grammar now follow.

(73)  Convention: Each definition consists of three parts: a non-terminal, the
connective ::=, and one or more elements separated by a pipe | .

27



BRANNER, WENYAN SYNTAX AS CONTEXT-FREE FORMAL GRAMMAR

(74)

(75)

(76)

(77)

(78)

Convention: Non-terminals are set in angle-brackets: for example, (NP).

Convention: Almost all elements to the left of the connective are them-
selves made up of non-terminals because the system of definitions is al-
most completely recursive: (VP) can consist of a terminal V and (NP)
can consist of a terminal N.

Convention: The topmost element of the system is the abstraction S,
which stands for the word sentence and would represent the stem (or
apex, or root) in a traditional syntax tree; S is not a part of speech but
represents a whole structure, present recursively in this system.

Convention: The structure written (x)-y is subordinate, so that y is the
primary element and x modifies it. In contrast, x y means that x and y are
coordinate or interpreted in sequence.

Convention: Subscript numbers are used to show that two of the same
element appearing together do not represent identical elements: for in-
stance, (NP;) (NP,) means two different (NP) elements, not one (NP)
element repeated.

The grammar itself consists of three rules:

(79)

(80)

(81)

That is the whole syntax of Wenyan. It is deceptively precise, because it treats verbs and
nouns as distinct, when they are actually interchangeable. They are only hazarded as dis-

Rule: (S) ;= (VP) | (NP)

Rule: (NP) ::= (NP1) (NP2) [ (NP) (VP) | ((NP1))-(NP2) | ((VP))-(NP) |

(VP)|N

Rule: (VP) ::= (VP1) (VP2) | (VP) (NP) | ((VP1))-(VP2) | (NP) (VP} |

((NP))-(VP) [ (NP) | V

tinct in order to inflate the whole system.

Note that this conception of “syntax” governs only the relations between individual
words, mostly only those directly adjacent to one another. Other hands have done much
valuable work on sentence-level discourse, but | consider that a semantic issue, beyond

syntax.”

%1 am thinking especially of the work of Barbara Meisterernst, e.g., Meisterernst 2016.
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| keep the overall system simple by limiting syntax to the interactions of noun, verb,
and particles, by excluding semantics, and by making use of recursive definitions. Note
that (NP) (VVP) appears under both Rule 80 and Rule 81, as discussed in Sections 3.2.4
and 3.3.3.

This set of definitions is dense and hard to apply, so I now list common semantic in-
terpretations of each component, with examples and discussion.

3.1. Definitions of (S) and Notation

The presence of (S), a sentence, as a non-terminal with two replacements, covering
the other two non-terminals in the grammar, is a formality that allows us to start apply-
ing the rules to whole pieces of text. We begin at some sentence and replace it according
to the first rule.

Because Wenyan did not usually have punctuation in traditional times, the matter of
how to delimit a sentence (S) is circular: we try to parse the text so that all words are ac-
counted for in valid structures. In practice today, punctuation is done manually, and at
times there are differences of opinion. An exception is passages whose patterning strong-
ly implies breaks between phrases and sentences — through rhyming, line-length, or
“counterbalanced” diction.”® Overall, a “sentence” is a very lax concept in Wenyan.

Any verb phrase can potentially serve as the whole expression of (S); any of the sev-
en definitions of (VP) (discussed in Section 3.2) may serve here, or indeed anywhere else
that (\VP) appears in the grammar.

Similarly, any noun phrase can potentially serve as the whole expression of (S).
There is no absolute cleavage between (NP) and (VP), so any (VP) structure not listed as
a replacement for (NP) is nevertheless reachable by the single step of replacing (NP) with
(VP). But our interest is in finding relatively short paths to a plausible interpretation.

Let me digress to explain the notation in strings such as:

(82)  (S) = (NP) (VP) = (VP1) (VP) = Vi N; Vo N,
which may be confusing. (It is taken from example 106.) It reads as follows, left to right:

(82) (S) The whole expression, at a high level, is a sentence.
— (NP) {(VP) Reinterpret the high-level verb phrase as composed syn-
tactically of a noun phrase followed by a lower-level
verb phrase.

% Counterbalancing (duichén ¥%f#%) is sometimes translated as parallelism or antithesis,

although the phenomenon is broader than covered by those terms.
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— (VP,) (VP,) Reinterpret this (NP) (VP) structure semantically as two
verb phrases, closer to the apparent meaning of the
whole expression, but (NP) (VP) better describes its
high-level syntactic structure.

— V1 N1V, N, Reinterpret the low-level categories as two verb-noun
pairs.

The further to the right an element is, the more semantically explicit it is, and the closer
to the actual glosses of the words involved. The direction of the “production” arrow (—)
may seem counterintuitive. Think of it instead in the Neo-Platonic sense: to the left of the
arrow is a more abstract or ideal form, and the right is the manifestation of the ideal form.

Note that this representation is not organized as a rigorous formal system; it is just
intended to guide the elucidation of expressions.

3.2. Definitions of (NP) and Their Semantics

3.2.1. (NP) ::= (NP7) (NP5)
The usual semantic application of this structure is two coordinate nouns joined by
conjunction (“and”) or disjunction (“or”

(83)  Semantic Application: nouns joined by conjunction or disjunction
(NP;) and (NP,)
(NP1) or (NP,)

Examples are numerous and unchallenging (apart from figurative or idiomatic cases):
(84)  zhaoxi ¥4 (NP) — N; N, ‘day and night’

W4 R, EE G, SRR

Day and night must always come at their appropriate times; offering
tribute must always be fitting [to the status of both parties]; making sac-
rifice to gods and ancestors must always be done with respect.

(85) eérmu HH (NP) — Nj N, “ear and eye” = ‘hearing and
seeing’

57 yishi changid, “Jiqid ji, Shinmin” (2 EKAFK) R IE .
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o, $HONERLE, ¥HEH, ZHER

When a filial son serves his elderly parents, he pleases their hearts and
does not overstep their intentions. He gives them pleasant things to see
and hear, and makes their bedroom and dwelling place comfortable.

3.2.2. (NP) ::= ((NP1))-(NPy)
There is one common semantic application of this subordinate structure:

(86)  Semantic Application: (NP,) that is part of or belongs to (NP;)
(NP,) characterized by or associated
with (NP;)

In this syntax, whole precedes part. So clan names precede the given names of individu-
als and larger regions precede the smaller regions located within them:

(87)  dong zhongsha &7 (NP) — (N,)-NP, ‘Middleson Hla (f
£%) of clan Tongh ()"

(88)  wuiling liizhong 8 (NP) — (NP,)-NP, ‘Middle-Roh (j&:7)

District in Mrah’reng (i [%)
,60

Commandery
Possessor precedes possessed:
(89) janju BHL (NP) — (Ny)-N, ‘the ruler’s carriage’®
(90) wulyan &= (NP) — (N;)-N; “my words” = ‘what I say’
(91)  hGjan HE (NP) — (Ny)-N; ‘the ruler of the Ga savages’

And in general, attribute precedes its bearer.
In passing, note that constructions like tianshang "X = ‘in the Heavens’, are also se-

mantically (N;)-N,; that analysis contradicts Kennedy’s claim about coverbs (footnote
25).

B Liji, “Neize”  (izR) posl.

% Han sha, “Doéng Zhongshii zhuan”  (JE3E) Hh&FE.

%0 Hou Han sha, “Su zong Xidozhang di ji”  (H2IHE) iR,
5L All three examples are from Han Feizi, “Shuonan”  (&3E7-) SRk
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When a noun phrase is counted, the number and a suitable classifier generally appear
after the noun phrase. It is also reasonable to think of (NP,) as head and (NP;) as adjunct,
as in section 3.2.2:

(92) daichén sanrén j(ﬁi]\ (NP) — (NP1> (NPz) — (Vl)-Nl (Vz)-Nz
“three persons who were great
ministers” == ‘three important officials’

—FAmiR R E =A%
He killed three important officials during the course of one morning.

(93)  kandi wirén B 2B T (NP) — ((NP1))-(NP,)
— (V1)-N; (V2)-N; “five persons who
were eldest brother and younger
brothers” == ‘five brothers’

SRR TNE, HRQES
There were five brothers in the state of Rah, and their father died.

We can also interpret (NP,) in this structure as syntactically (VP) — describing the
state of (NP;) — so that the overall structure is topic-comment, (NP) — (NP) (VP) (see
Section 3.2.4):

(92')  daichén sanrén KE.—= A (NP) — (NP) (VP) — (NP;) (NP;) —
(V1)-N;1 (V2)-N; “the fact that as for
great ministers, they are three persons”
= ‘three important officials’

(93")  kandi wairén E A (NP) — (NP) (VP) — (NP;) (NP,) —
(V1)-N; (V2)-N; “the fact that as for
eldest brother and younger brothers,
they are five persons” = ‘five brothers’

Semantically, these expressions appear to be noun phrases, and so it is reasonable for
their high-level structure to be (NP) — (NP) (VP).

%2 Liishi chiingjiir, “Wangdao” (= ICEFK) Fi#.
%3 Shiji, “Xia benji”  (sHFD) E A%
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3.2.3. (NP) ::= ({(VP))-(NP)
There is one common semantic application of this subordinate structure:

(94)  Semantic Application: (NP) characterized by (VP)

The word adjective is often used to describe a modifying (VP); a better term is attributive
‘naming attributes’. Semantically, this (VP) may be a verb of state or of action — it may
be a simple V or something more complex. There are already examples of this common
structure in 92-93', so | limit myself to a few simple cases:

(95)  sili FLF) (NP) — (V)-N “private advantage’®
(96)  guirén FH A (NP) — (V)-N ‘person of high rank’
(97)  tonglei [FIHE (NP) — (V)-N ‘the same kind’

(98)  nilin ik (NP) — (V)-N ‘reversed fish-scales’

3.2.4.(NP) ::=(NP) (VP)

The (NP) (VP) structure is most common as a whole (S) of topic-comment or sub-
ject-predicate structure, but such a whole (S) can also serve as either (NP) or (VP), de-
pending on context. As (VP) it is discussed in Section 3.3.3. A whole topic-comment
structure as (NP) has been mentioned briefly, in connection with examples 92"-93', but a
more general semantic application is:

(99)  Semantic Application: object of some (VP)

In example 100, a whole topic-comment unit can serve as the object of a verb:

(100) X#Y (S) — (NP) (VP) ‘X is like Y’
shi ... ruo ... AXEHY (VP) — (VP) (NP) — V (NP) (VP) “to
see that X is like Y’

7o B H | R AR 2%
If you regard your juniors or your ministers as being like your own self,
how would you impose any lack of kindness on them?

54 All four examples are from Han Feéizi, “Shuonan”  (#3E 1) SR
% Mozi, “Jian’ai, shang” (S2F) 33 1. Reading wi & ‘how?’.
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It is simplest to see X %7 Y as a whole sentence, embedded intact as the object of shi #5.
The most common application of this structure is the so-called pivot structure. A piv-
ot noun is one that is simultaneously the object of one verb and the subject of another.
We observe only a small number of specific verbs introducing this structure, and there
are too few of them to gather them into their own syntactic category. The main ones are:

(101) ling 45 V ‘to command’
4 (NP)(VP) “to have/let/make (NP) (VP)”
ling wangzi ji 5 F1J& (VP) — Vi NPy, V; ‘to have the Prince
live at’
A AR R 1%

I would like to have the Prince stay in the hall.

In 101, wangzi £-¥ is semantically the object of ling but also the subject of ji J&; for
the time being, | symbolize that dual role by writing NP1-,.%" Similarly, in 102 gongzi 2
- is the object of shi and the subject of si' 5.

(102) shi fiF V ‘to send’
fE(NP)(VP) “to have/let/make (NP) (VP)”
shi gongzi si {22 1-5E (VP) — V; NP, V, ‘to have the

Executive’s son die alone’

TARREAE M TSR

I can’t let the Executive’s son die alone while I stay alive.

If the third person pronoun is the pivot noun, it appears as zhi <2, which is used for
semantic direct and indirect objects:
(103) 5 Z(VP) “to have/let/make him/her/etc. (VP)”
ling zhr si 452 3E (VP) — (VP) (NP) — V3 N1, V; “to
have him/her/etc. die’

% Liishi chiinqiiz, “Xiaoxing 1an, Shdushi” (= GAFK) F17H . 3.

% Traditionally, the graph 45 in the sense ‘command; to command’ represented a word pro-
nounced differently from the word ‘to have someone do something’ written with the same char-
acter and presumably related historically: ling vs. *ling; the latter reading is no longer current.

% Han sh7 waizhuan, 9 (HEFF4MID) T,
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EMZ, BRI, SRR EE A, A2 SEY

When the Cultured King heard that, he felt weary and sighed. And so
they held him for a hundred days in the keep of Enticement Village,
hoping to have him die.

(104) fifiZ(VP) “to have/let/make him/her/etc. (VP)”
Shlehl_Jl/_l %ZE‘ (VP) — (VP) (NP) — V1 N Vs, ‘to
have him/her/etc. dwell at...’

TRHREEMNE L, 2R AT
You say Sngat Kratu is a fine person, and would have him take up resi-
dence in the King’s chamber.

That is in keeping with the fact that the pivot noun is a direct object.

But it is misleading to write V1 Ni=; V, because it makes N seem ambiguous. This
structure is better written (VP) (NP) — (VP1) N (VP,), where N (VP,) is the object of
(VP1).

In some cases there is no explicit pivot noun, and the second verb itself is the object
of the first, by (NP) ::= (VP):

(105) 45(VP) “to cause (VP)-ing”
ling jiz waizhai 45 B4+ E (VP) — (VP) (NP) — (VP;) (VP,)
“to cause dwelling in an outer
residence” == ‘to have [him/etc.] live in
a residence outside’

ERFMAE, M2 ER SREHE, DR E. SiaesE”

The King was amazed at Qhruhs’s talent and bestowed the royal seal on
him, gave him the title General, had him live in a dacha outside the city
walls, and supplied him with much gold and copper coin.

3.2.5. (NP) ::=(VP)

This is the formal statement of the fact that what appears to be a verb may also func-
tion as a noun. Examples, especially with single-word verbs, appear earlier in the paper.
However, semantic verb phrases are often longer than semantic noun phrases, and it is

% Shi ji, “Lii Zhonglian Zou Yang liézhuan” (S0E0) s 4 b 51 e
0 Mengzi, “Téng wén gong, xia” (1) AT,
L shiji, “Huainan Héngshan liezhuan” (S0E0) R (L1518

35



BRANNER, WENYAN SYNTAX AS CONTEXT-FREE FORMAL GRAMMAR

common for them to serve as topics in topic-comment structure, which means that it is
effective to treat them as noun-phrases syntactically. Some examples follow.

In 106, F#L ‘to serve one’s parents’ and 7K ‘to consider great’ are both V N, and
each reduces to (VP). But the whole expression F#l 2 K is semantically (NP) (VP)
rather than (VP1) (VP,), because “serving one’s parents,” as the name of an action, func-
tions semantically as a noun phrase.

(106) shigm FHl (VP) — V N ‘to serve one’s parents’
wei da 2%k (VP) — (VP1) (VP5) — VN ‘to
consider great’
shiqin wéi da F54 2%k (S) — (NP) (VP) — (VPy) (VP,)

— V1 N; V, N; “as for serving one’s
parents, [we] consider it greatest” = ‘to
serve one’s parents is the greatest act’

FRAK, FRAK, TFHRHK, FHAHK?

“Serving whom do we consider the greatest? Serving one’s parents we
consider the greatest. Taking care of whom do we consider the greatest?
Taking care of oneself we consider the greatest.” = Who is it the most
important to serve? Your parents. Who is it the most important to watch
carefully? Your own self.

When an expression with clear verbal character serves as the (NP) element, the
mnemonic translation “when (NP) takes place, (VP) takes place” may be useful. For in-
stance:

(107) shi & V ‘to eat’
buyi & (VP) — “~ V ‘not to converse’
shi buyi &GE (S) — (NP) (VP) — (VP1) (VP) —» V1 1~ V,

“when eating takes place, not conversing takes
place” = ‘not to converse while eating’

KRG, BAE, - AT BAAT

He would not converse while eating or speak while lying in bed. ...
While lying in bed, he was not corpselike; while hanging around the
house, he would not bother about how he looked.

’2'Méngzi, “Li Léu, shang” (&7 BfEs |-,
™ Lanys, “Xiangdang” (GREE) 4.
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Similarly:

(108) shangjiado %2 (VP) — (V1)-V; ‘to interact upwardly’
buchdan A4 (VP) ‘not to be sycophantic’
shangjigo buchan EAZREE  (S) — (NP) (VP) — (VP1) (VP,) —

(V1)-V2 & V; ‘when interacting
upwardly takes place, not being
sycophantic should take place’

ERAGAE, TRAEE, QIR AR

If you avoid being sycophantic when you have dealings with your supe-
riors, and being arrogant when you have dealings with your subordinates,
you may be able to accomplish something.

When the noun phrase is semantically verbal, the following verb phrase (the second
element) may also be a complement, so called because it completes the first element, by
describing the extent of the action or state of the first element, or a consequence of first
element. Continuing the mnemonic model above, it may be useful to express this as
“when (NP) takes place, its extent or consequence is (VP).”

(109) shousi <14t (S) — (NP) (VP) — (VP,) (VP,) - V. V,
“when holding fast takes place, the extent is
dying” == ‘to hold fast until death’

SFAE A
to hold fast until death, and to improve the course of moral advancement

(110) REER™ (S) — (NP) (VP) — (VP) (NP) — (VP) N; N,
“when not casting [it] aside, the extent is day
and night” = ‘it is not cast aside, day or night’

Example 109, despite being V N, does not mean “to hold death fast”; nor does example
110 mean “not to cast day or night aside.” “Day or night” is also not an adverbial expres-

" yang Xioéng, Fayan, “Xiishen” (4514 3) 185, Shangjido -3 and xidjiao F3& could
also be (N)-V: ‘to interact in an upward/downward direction’.

™ Lanys, “Taibé”  (GRzE) A

" Lanya, “Zi han”  (GRiFE) 22
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sion, even though it appears to be that in the final translation, It would have to be in the
syntactic position of adjunct (preceding the verb phrase) to have adverbial semantics.

(111) juéjing #iEH: (NP) “well-digging” — (VP) — V N ‘to dig a
well’
jiziréen L) (VP) ‘to be nine nerses’ — (NP) — N; N, “nine
nerses”
P FH L) (S) — (NP) (VP) — (VP) (NP) — V N; N, N;

“when digging a well, its extent is nine nerses”
= ‘to dig a well nine nerses deep’

I IR AT
If you don’t reach a spring when you dig a well nine nerses deep, you
might just as well be abandoning the well.

(112) weénzhi [z (VP1) — V N ‘to hear it’
ganxin HL» (VP,) — V N ‘to make sweet the heart’
weénzhz ganxin 2 H L (VP) — (NP) (VP) — (VP,) (VP,) —

V1 N; V; N; “on hearing it, the result is
to make glad the heart” == ‘to be
delighted to hear it

%%E%ﬁ}%/%\ FE?ZH‘EJJB
Since the Son of Heaven loved horses from lonian Fergana, he was de-
lighted at the news.

3.2.6.(NP) ::=N

A non-terminal noun may consist of nothing but a terminal noun, which cannot be
analyzed further. How can we be confident the solitary noun serves as a whole utterance?
The easiest way is when it appears in quoted text:

(113) HFHKHE, Hi®
“The Springs and Autumns says ‘Brambles’.”

" Meéngzi, “Jinxin, shang” (77 #%.0> 1. One ners, Mandarin rén #]%47J, is a measure of
depth some 80 “inches” [cun ~1] long in the Zhou.

"8 Han shi, “Xingfa zhi”  (EEE) FlvkE.

" Changiz fanlu, “Juégué” (K ERE) BR.
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w= The Springs and Autumns uses the name Brambles [ — meaning the
state of Srhah — in describing an action by Srhah].

(114)  fREAK, H. KA EK BT AHEAD
What does Six Rivers refer to? It means the C’gaj, T’ghrak, Rew, Hmek,
Krong, and Gwrij Rivers.

(115) E[H, B
The King said, “Venerable sir!”

(116) AfmLsE, H, L%
How can people understand the Way? [Through] the heart.

As usual, it is also possible to understand these nouns as functioning verbally; for in-
stance:

(115) E£H. &
... “You are a venerable gentleman.”

(116") MLigniE, H, L%
... [It is the action of] the heart.

3.3. Definitions of (VP) and Their Semantics

3.3.1. (VP) ::= (VP1) (VP,)
Semantically, this coordinate structure is one of conjunction. It means the actions or
states of the verb phrases occur (or at least are named) in series:

(117) Semantic Application: (VP;) and (VP,)

The following example illustrates it; the actions hao #% ‘to wail’ and qi H\Z ‘to weep’
both take place, presumably in that order.

8. Huainan z, “Dixing xun” (#ERF 1) B

81 Mengzi, “Liang Hui wang, shang” (&T) PHET .
82 Xunzi, “Tigbi”  (HIT) fERT.

83 Xainzi, “Jiebi”  (EIT) T,
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(118) héoqi FEHL (VP) — V; V, ‘to wail and to weep’

[GEIENRITAS
Mrah of clan Drewh wailed and wept.

3.3.2. (VP) ::=(VP) (NP)
Semantically, this structure is straightforward:

(119) Semantic Application: verb-object

The only catch is that both nouns and verbs may serve as the (NP) object. Here object
is a lazy choice of words. Semantically, it may be a direct object — in which case it re-
ceives or bears the action of the verb phrase. Or, again semantically, it may be an indirect
object, in which case the action of the verb phrase is passed to it. The difference between
these two situations is only important when both are explicitly present in the same phrase,
or when a disambiguating particle (y:z EZ, yi L) appears.

Examples of verb plus direct object are common. As for indirect objects:

(120)  yiizhi iz (VP) — V N “to give [it] to him/her’

AR, ERR TR, nEz®
Now he is begging for something to serve his mother with. That is a
righteous act that would please your Master, and you must by all means

give it to him.

(121) sijan 3EFE (VP) — V N ‘to die for one’s ruler’
sifu FEAC (VP) — V N ‘to die for one’s father’
[ 587 T BB A

Ministers die for their lords and the masses die for their fathers.

Semantics and context are what allow us to call the nouns zhi .2, jin #, and fu 4 in-
direct rather than direct objects; the syntax does not specify that semantic relationship.

When there are two nouns after the verb, the order is usually indirect object first and
direct object second, as shown in Figure 3:

84 Ximxu, “Jieshi”  (FTFE) it
8 Lushi changii, “Jidong ji, shijie” (= FARK) Z4& 40+, Reading 31 %1 yué ‘pleased; to
please’.

8. Changii fanlu, “Wiixing xiang sheng” (K EE) TIARAE.
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# T &
show  of ghdng
togive child staff

v N
(VP N3
(VP
Fig. 3: Composition of Two Cases of Operation (VP) — (VP) (NP)

(122) shou zi %+ (VP;) — V N; ‘to give to sons’
shou zi zhang #2171 (VP,) — (VP;) N; ‘to give ceremonial
staffs to sons’

SHREETRL EBEARE, LR LAY
On the third day, you give the sons the ceremonial staffs; on the fifth
day, you give the grandees the staffs; on the seventh day, you give
scholars the staffs.

We can understand this syntax as composition or chaining (successive application; see
Sec. 4.2.3) of binary operations. As shown in Figure 3, diagramming shouzi zhang 21
BtV N1 N of example 122, the first binary operation combines shou #% and zi -+ V N
as a verb phrase (\VP,); the second binary operation combines #z-7 (VP1) N into a more

complex (VPy).

The semantic direction of the verb’s action is not necessarily toward the first noun:

(123) dud zhi &2 (VPy) = V N; ‘to take from them’
dué zhi shi 2 & (VP,) — (VP;) N, ‘to take food from them’

B, WO, B a®
Destroy their preparations; scatter what they have stored up; take from
them their food.

Sometimes the noun phrase is not a true semantic object at all, but merely an associ-

ated noun, with which the action or state of the verb has a relationship.

8. Liji, “Sangfi sizhi” (iz0) HEARDY S,
8. Guanzi, “Xitowen” (1) /INF.
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(124) anrén 22— (VP) — V N ‘to be tranquil vis-a-vis
humaneness’
[ s
The humane are tranquil in their humaneness.
(125) xian %EN (VP) — V N ‘to be ahead of N’
dongxin #h.C» (VP) — V N ‘to move the mind’

xian J¢(NP){(VP) (VP) — (VP) (NP) — (VP;) (VP,)
— V1 N; V; N; “to have priority over Ny in
respect to V, N,” = ‘to V, N, earlier than N’

PN NI e N U T
That isn’t difficult. Sir Kuk learned to keep his mind from moving before
I did.

This is once again a matter of semantics, not syntax. Wenyan makes no syntactic distinc-
tion among the different semantic functions of a noun phrase following a verb phrase.

It is sometimes said that verbs of motion have a different syntactic relationship to
nouns of place than other verbs, but I think that is a semantic impression; it seems to me
that the syntax is indistinguishable — even without invoking the notion of the oblique-
ly-related noun, the place is the target of the action of the verb, as any other noun would
be:

(126) qugi 7% (VP) — V N ‘to leave Dzei’

- EES
Mencius left Dzei.

(127)  shiwei &% (VP) — V N ‘to go to Gwrats’

Tk i
The Master went to Gwrats.

8 Lonya, “Lirén”  (GRzE) 1.

% Méngzi, “Gongsiin Chdu, shang” (1) ARH L.
L Mengzi, “Gongsiin Chéu, xia” (& 1) A T.
%2 Lanys, “ziy (GRZE) 1I4.
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The object of a verb of motion can be an abstract destination or thing abandoned, too,
rather than a place:

(128)  shi shan’e i 35 (VP) — V (NP) ‘to move toward good or bad’

A PTLAIE s 5 B
As for a someone’s overall state of being, isn’t it a “horse” by which that
person moves toward good or bad?

(129) giagnshan #+ (VP) — V N ‘to move toward the good’

BB i A 2 2 5
The masses move toward the good every day, yet they don’t know that
they are doing so.

(130) yiwu B (VP) — V N ‘to leave things behind’
lirén HEA (VP) — V N ‘to get away from people’

L3 A e i ST %
It was as though you were standing in a solitary state, having put aside
all the things and people of the world.

Special applications of verb-object syntax, expressing the semantics of what are
commonly called passive and auxiliary verbs, appear in Sections 4.3.2 and 4.3.3, below.

3.3.3. (VP) ::= (NP) (VP)

This is a topic-comment structure, the commonest combination of elements at the
level of the whole sentence. Topic-comment is semantically quite flexible, but it is what
we usually associate with subject-predicate sentences in conventional grammars. This
structure appears in Section 3.2.4 as (NP), but here it has a distinct semantic application
that is verbal:

(131) Semantic Application: topic-comment, with object as topic

The conditions under which topic-comment functions verbally is when the topic is se-
mantically the object, meaning that the verb acts on it. It means essentially the same thing

% yang Xi6ng, Fayan, “Xiashen” (7)) B9,
% Meéngzi, “Jinxin, shang” (7)) #is L.
% Zhuangzi, “Tién Zifang” (HET-) HT-H.
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as if the noun and verb were reversed, as in (VP) — (VP) (NP) (Section 3.3.2). Top-
ic-comment semantics places focus (semantic emphasis) on whatever appears in the topic
position.

(132) gujiv s (NP) — (VP) — V; V; ‘old friends,
people one has known in the past’
buyi i (VP) ‘for abandonment not to occur’
gujit buyi e A& (VP) — (NP) (VP) “as for those one has
known in the past, abandonment does
not occur”

WO ARE, IR
If you do not abandon your old allies and colleagues, then the people will
not grow lazy in their interpersonal relationships.

I use the awkward translation “for abandonment not to occur” in order to approximate
what I have described above as the default “middle voice” of Chinese verbs.

(133) meishi 5 (NP) ‘every matter’
wen [t V ‘to inquire’
méishi wen £ (NP) (VP) “as for every matter, to

inquire” = ‘to inquire about everything’

AR, &HR

When he entered the great temple, he asked about everything.

This semantic application takes a form that many instructors treat as a special case:
when a verb is negated and the noun is a one-syllable pronoun or question word, this pat-
tern is common.

(134) bl wo zhi ~FEn (VP) ‘not to know me’

A R P 0 h %

Don’t go around saying “No one knows about me!”

% Lunyu, “Taibe”  (GaE) 1A
9 Lunya, “Xiangdang” (GREE) 4k
%. Da Dai Liji, “Zengzi zhiyéan, shang” (REAEEL) & FHl3S L.
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(135) wei zhinéngyi RZHE (VP) ‘not to be able to change it’

Bk e th®
I have not been able to change it.

But pronouns and question words are not distinct parts of speech in terms of their gross
syntax, and in the context of other (NP) (\VP) expressions, this behavior is not exception-
al. Compounds such as those in examples 136-137 appear to be lexicalized (NP) (VP)
topic-comment expressions of this kind:

(136) héyi L (VP) “as for what? by means of it” = ‘how?’
(137) shiyong &H (VP) “as for this, because of it” & ‘for this
reason’

A (NP) (VP) topic-comment expression that has become fully fossilized as a gram-
mar pattern, with the noun now lexicalized as a particle, is:

(138) suo FIt V (NP) “(the object of V)” = ‘that which is V-ed’,
‘the person who is V-ed’, (etc.)

Suo FI literally means ‘place’, and that allows us to consider Ff V as (NP) (VP) with
topic-comment semantics. If “place,” standing for the object of the verb, is the origin of
the expression, then it has been grammaticalized. As mentioned in Rule of Thumb 64, the
meaning of /it V is a noun phrase.

3.3.4. (VP) ::= ({(VP1))-(VPy)
Here the relationship between (VP;) and (VP;) is subordinate. The semantic applica-
tion has diverse senses:

(139) Semantic Application: (VP;) modifies the main element (VP,):
(VP,) in a (VP;) manner or way
(VP,) under the circumstances of (VP;)
given that / granted that (VP1), (VP,)
because/though/despite/when/if (VPy), (VP,)

Examples are straightforward. Here is a coordinate pair of subordinate (V1)-V2 ex-
pressions:

% Liji, “Tangong, shang” (i&z0) @ E.
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(140) fang %% V ‘to let loose’
fan i V ‘to eat; to feed’
lid i V ‘to flow’
chuo &k V ‘to sip, drink’

fangfan lidchuo A fiEEk (VP) — (VP1) (VP,) — (V1)-V; (V3)-V,
“to eat in a ‘letting go’ way and to drink
like a torrent flowing” == ‘to eat and
drink with abandon’

JHCECE K T D 4 g e
While eating and drinking with abandon, they ask about the saying
“don’t cut off a piece of food with your teeth.”

3.3.5. (VP) ::= ((NP))-(VP)
Semantically, (NP) modifies the action or state of (\VP) in this subordinate structure:

(141) Semantic Application: (NP) modifies the action or action of (VP):
to (VP) in a manner characterized by (NP)
to (VP) like (NP) does
to (VP) using (NP)

(142) bishuo %5 (VP) — (N)-V “to argue with pen”
— ‘to make written arguments’

LB SCNREL, R By, fEAEE R A

At moments of danger to the state, intellectuals do not take part; they
lack the proven ability carry out acts of merit, and are able only to pro-
duce results by written argument.

(143) lixing /117 (VP) — (N)-V “to act using strength”
— ‘to exert strength or effort’

GFERSISFA, JATIE A, A5
Love of learning is near to wisdom; exerting effort is near to goodness;
having a sense of shame is near to bravery.

100- Mengzs, “Jinxin, shang” (i T-) 0 1.

1011 tinhéng, “Chaoqi” (Faflr) .
102, ¢ ji, “Zhongyong” (i&FE) HHE. Or arguably lixing V N ‘to aply strength to one’s actions’.

46



BRANNER, WENYAN SYNTAX AS CONTEXT-FREE FORMAL GRAMMAR

(144) roushi W& (VP) — (N)-V “to eat in a way characterized by
meat” = ‘to eat meat’

Let me digress on this last case, a set phrase with an idiomatic figurative use:

(144" roushi zhe & (NP) “meat-eater” = ‘wealthy or powerful
official’

Rz, XTHE"
If the Meat-Eaters plan something, how can anyone else intervene?

Examples like 144 can usually also be understood in a number of different ways, syntac-
tically. One alternate syntax is N V (Section 3.3.3). Consider how that analysis alters 144:

(144") roushi £ (VP) — NV “as for meat, to eat it”
= ‘to eat meat’ or ‘meat is eaten’

We can also read it as (N1)-N, semantically a noun phrase (Section 3.2.2):

(144'") roushi N & (NP) — (N1)-N; “food characterized by flesh.”
w- ‘meat as food’

We can even read it as verb-object semantically (Section 3.3.2):

(144" roushi A& (VP) — V N “to have meat as one’s food”
= ‘to eat meat’

Here is an example of (N)-V that is interesting because it shows how a construction
of this sort is negated.

(145) chijué &k (VP) — (N)-V “to sever using the teeth”
B ‘to bite off’

TR, HLA R R R
Marinated meat you bite off; dried meat you do not.

We are not obliged to use one passage to validate our interpretation of another; part of the
gift of context-free grammar is the liberty to embrace ambiguity— with Harbsmeier, we

103 7us zhuan, “Executive Zhuang, year 107 (/= {8) FEA-H4E.
10%) i, “Quili, shang” (F&=0) MH I.
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should see Chinese as structurally “supple” or “indeterminate,” not “loose” or “vague.”

As in example 145, we sometimes find examples like these negated as whole V phrases:

(146) AEELFEHE, RAOTLLEE™
They don’t select wise advisors on whom to rely; they don’t exert their
strength to fix their own goals.

(147) EAFmHRE, Hokrne”
The Sorrowing Executive hit the idol of the harvest god when shooting.
The Executive’s mouth became so afflicted that he could not eat meat.

Adverbial functionality — modifying the action or state of a verb — is associated
with the structure ((VP1))-(VP,), as well as ((NP))-(VP). (VP) and (NP) are not distinct
when they are adjuncts to a verb. They differ only in how close each appears to be, se-
mantically, to noun sense as against verb sense overall, and the question boils down to
which is easier for us to apply the meanings of the words in question to. In practice, it is
usually not difficult to decide whether to treat a subordinate expression as noun or verb.

There is, however, a different problem with the (N)-V structure — as mentioned in
connection with examples 144"-144"", it is often unclear whether the noun is subordinate
or a topic. The reason for this ambiguity is that Chinese verbs are indeterminate as to
agency and voice.

Below is a fuller example of the ambiguity. First, reading the nouns as subordinate to
the verbs that follow them:

(148) mu K N ‘tree’
yong % V (%ZE) “to corral’
giang 8 N ‘spear; sharpened stake’
lei 5 V ‘to accumulate, build up’

mlyong giangléi RIEMEE  (VP) — (VP1) (VPy) — (Ny)-V; (Ny)-V,
‘to corral [wild animals] with saplings
and build up [a fence of] sharpened
stakes’

105 Harbsmeier 1998:123-173.
106 sngzi jiayu, “Wiiyi jie”? (FL7-FaE) AR
197 Shusyuan, “Bianwu”  (ER3E) ##4.
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TRRERE, WEAE, ATERTE. LIARE. R T285 i
They catch bears and tie up wild boars; they corral them in with saplings
and build fences around them with sharpened stakes, keeping them as
domestic animals. This is the most extraordinary sight in all the world.

Now, reading the nouns as topics of the verbs:

(148" muyong gianglei AZEMES:  (VP) — (VP1) (VP,) — N; Vi N, V,
“for saplings to corral [wild animals]
and for sharpened stakes to be built up’

ANIEM B

Saplings corral them; around them sharpened stakes are built up.

Fortunately, syntactic ambiguity is not fatal to this manner of reading Wenyan; on the
contrary, it liberates the reader to explore semantics.

3.3.6. (VP) ::=(NP)

This is the formal statement of the fact that what appears to be a noun may also func-
tion as a verb. However, there are two other, more interesting cases, in which a noun
phrase appears to be functioning verbally, because it is semantically the comment of a
topic-comment structure or even takes, itself, an object:

(149) Semantic Application: topic-comment (equation):
to be (NP)
to be the same as, non other than, actually (NP)
to happen to the extent (NP)
to make into, treat as, view as (NP)

(150) Semantic Application: transitive verb
to make into, treat as, view as (NP)

Noun phrases in series are not always conjoined, as in Section 3.2.1; sometimes they
have topic-comment structure, as in Section 3.2.5, where the NP appears to function as
VP. In contrast, the structure described in 149 identifies one noun phrase as being the
same as (or having the extent of) another noun phrase, rather than using a semantic verb
phrase to give information about it. But because the second noun phrase describes state, it
is useful to analyze is as functioning as a verb phrase syntactically.

108 Yang Xiong, “Changyang fu” 51 (A7) .
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(151) gaozii =it (NP) “the high founder’
zhongyang li rén HEGE A (NP) ‘a person of Mid-Sunlit Town’
XYrén XY A (NP) (NP,) — (NP) (VP) ‘X is a pef-
sonofY.’

AL, P B
The High Founder was a person of Mid-Sunlit Town in Pheksphrong

Town.
(152) liang xiaowang %23+ (NP) ‘the filial king of Rang’
jingdi ma di S REER (NP) ‘the younger brother of the
Esteemed Emperor’s mother’
XYdi XY (NP1) (NP,) = (NP) (VP) X is young-

er brotherto Y.’

BT, AR
The King titled “The Filial,” of Rang, was the younger brother of the Es-
teemed Emperor’s mother.

The first noun phrase in (NP;) (NP,) may also be marked with the topic-marker zhé 7

(153) tianxia X' (NP) — (N1)-N; “the below-part vis-a-vis
Heaven” = ‘the realm under Heaven, the whole
world’

RFH, @ERFM

The Realm under Heaven is our Founder’s Realm under Heaven.

But such examples are relatively rare; this meaning is normally expressed with a par-
ticle marking the second noun:

(154) (NPq) (NPy) “(NP1) is (NP2)’

(155) (NP1) JJ (NP2) ‘(NP1) is (NP2)’

109 Shyji, “Gao zit bénji”  (HEL) AL,
10 s ji, “Han Changra lizhuan”  (S0ED) w55 75
1L shiji, “Wei Qi Wit An héu liezhuan”  (SEE0) Bk Zef51)E.
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But we should not assume that the particles are fundamental and merely elided in sen-
tences such as 151 and 152; each syntactic pattern must stand on its own, without being
equated to some other pattern in order to make sense of it. Interestingly, making this
meaning negative requires a verb — in other words, the syntax has to be (NP) (VP):

(156) (NP;) FE (NP,) (NP) (VP) “(NP,) negates (NP,)”
w ‘(NP;) is not (NP,)’

The (VP) in this (NP) (VP) example is composed of a verb (normally fei 3£) and a noun,
and is parallel to a different positive form:

(158) (NP3) % (NP,) (NP) (VP) “(NP;) acts or serves as (NP,)”
w ‘(NP1) is (NPy)’

It is not impossible that the nouns describing place of origin and kinship in examples
151 and 152 are functioning as verbs in these sentences, rather than nouns:

(159) X A (VP) “to be in the role of a person of X”
w ‘to be a person of X’

(160) X B (VP) “to be in the role of younger brother to X”’
w ‘to be younger brother to X’

Why? Because there are some examples where the second (NP) consists of two apparent
(NP) joined by ér fii, as shown in examples 161-162. Er normally appears between ver-
bal expressions, not nouns, so if zi ¥ and di z5 are functioning verbally there, when
they are the heads of paired phrases sandwiching ér, they could also be functioning ver-
bally even when they appear in a single phrase, as in 151-152. The translation need not
change, but our understanding of syntax must. In fact, there are examples of di & in the
corpus that are negated with bu 4~ and therefore decisively verbal (“decisively,” again,
within the context of the noun-verb contrast being a useful fiction).

(161) zhou wiwang zi J& i £ 1 (VP) ‘to be son to the Martial King of
Tiw’

51



BRANNER, WENYAN SYNTAX AS CONTEXT-FREE FORMAL GRAMMAR

(162)

chéngwang di %26 (VP) ‘to be younger brother to the
Accomplished King’

BRERUES . AR E g ot
Youngson Ngwra, of clan Nrhang of Tsins, was son to the Martial King
of Tiw and they were younger brothers to the Accomplished King.

zhou wénwang zi J&I3CEF (VP) ‘to be son to the Cultured King of
Tiw’

wénwang di = F2 (VP) ‘to be younger brother to the
Martial King’

EREEERUE R B SCE MR E R0

Youngson Sar, of clan Kwanh, and Youngson Dak, of clan Srhats, were
sons to the Cultured King of Tiw and they were younger brothers to the
Martial King.

One curious structure has a verb phrase functioning as a noun phrase and a noun
phrase functioning as a verb phrase. Semantically, it appears to be comment-topic — that
is, (VP) (NP), with the comment given semantic focus because it appears at the start of
the sentence. But | suggest that topic-comment is a preferable way to understand it.

(163)

(VP) (NP) “(NP) (VP)!”
bl (VP) diligent and motivated’
e (NP) — N; N; ‘our king’

fhiFE, Mk e

“How diligent and motivated! — our king. He brings order to all the
various parts of the kingdom.” w Truly our king is diligent and motivat-
ed. ...

The (NP) topic generally takes on verbal quality; | schematize such a reading mnemoni-

cally as: “(VP), and it is (NP) to which (VP) applies.” This effect is heightened by the

frequent use of yé t1 after the (NP) (although here I have chosen examples without yé).
This structure is most common with a disambiguating particle between (VP) and

(NP):

Y2 Shiji, “Jin shijia”  (shE0) B
13- Shijing, “Daya, Yupi” (FHE) KR fkE.
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(164) (VP) &k (NP) “(NP) (VP)!”

B N
“He is a gentleman! — this man.” == What a gentleman this man is.

(165) (VP) & (NP) “(NP) (VP)!”

BB RE AN
“Long it has been! — my not having seen the Executive of Tiw again in

B

dreams.” = [ haven’t seen the Executive Tiw again in my dreams in a

very long time.

The meaning of the noun can also function transitively (Semantic Application 150),
taking another noun as object, in what Yuen Ren Chao called a putative verbal sense:**®

(166) rén A N ‘person’; V ‘to treat or view as a person’

PRI, SRR AN, RSk, Bzoth Y

For the text to record the mother’s untoward act, at the Receiving the
Soul and the White Silk sacrifices, is to begin treating her correctly as a
person. Not naming her clan is to demean her.

Putative semantics is the same as other transitive or causative verbal usage. For instance:

(167) huo & N ‘fire’; V ‘to apply fire to’
[+ N (%Jif) ‘shack, cottage’; V ‘to make into a
dwelling’

ANFNL K R
Turn [the Sangha’s] members into normal people; burn their books; turn
their residences into normal homes.

141 tnya, “Gongys Chang”  (GRzE) AR E.

5 Lanya, “Shu ér” (GRFE) .

1% Chao 1968b, sec. 8.1.3[2]: “Many adjectives are also transitive verbs in a causative sense, that
is, they tell how something is to be made so; and a few in a putative sense, that is, they indicate
that something is thought or found to be so.” See also sec. 8.1.5(2) and 8.1.7(Vc 6).

7. Gyliang zhuan, “Executive Zhuang, year 17 (ZUAEY A JEAE.

"8 Han Yo “Yuan dao” & (JFiE) .
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The semantic application is important, but it is not necessary to restrict that application to
the putative alone.

3.3.7.(VP) ::=V

A non-terminal verb phrase may also consist of nothing but a terminal verb, which
cannot be analyzed further. It is easiest to be confident that the solitary verb serves as a
whole utterance when it appears in quoted text:

(168) ran %X V “to be thus” == “Yes. That is so; that is correct.’

ES IS S
He replied, “Yes.”

(169) nuo 5 V “to assent” = ‘Okay, I agree to your demand.’

FIRAKER, #
The Lord of the Level Plains laughed and replied, “All right, then.”

(170) you H V “to exist; there is” = ‘Yes, such a thing does exist or
happen.’

HEEH, FZ
Lord Eldest-son C’dang said, “Yes, there is.”

(171) fou & V “to deny” = ‘No, I disagree.’

EHEHE, A

The messenger said, “No.

2

19 shugyuan, “Jingshén”  (ER3H) HilE.

120- ohy ji, “Pingyudn jin YU Qing liczhuan” ((SHZ0) 2[5 BEINFIE.

121 Zhanguo cé, “Qi 4, Méng Chéng jiin zh( yi Qi ér fufan” (KM 75 DU F2 & B A AR M
.

122 Han shi waizhuan, 10 (aE5sME) +-.
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4. Reflections

4.1. Premises of this Model

The premises on which this model stands are not usual among readers of Wenyan and
may seem paradoxical. One is that it radically demotes the role of semantics; another is
the need for what I will call “cloud-of-meaning” thinking.

4.1.1. Limiting Semantics in Order to Explain Semantics

Part of speech is not intrinsic in Chinese words; it is determined by relationships be-
tween words. And yet, if we hazard a starkly primitive part-of-speech system, admitting
no more than one semantic contrast, between verbs and nouns, it then becomes easy to
explain a great deal of other semantic behavior, without having to assert any further se-
mantic premises.

Ideas we can generally do without if we limit the application of semantics beyond a
verb-noun contrast include:

« whether a verb's voice is necessarily active or passive;

» whether a verb is intrinsically transitive or intransitive;

« whether verbs of motion behave distinctly from other verbs;

+ the distinction between verbs of state and of action;

« the distinction between a noun as subject or object of a verb;

» any regularly occurring parts of speech other than verbs and nouns;

« whether the verbal sense of a word is primary and the nominal sense derived,
or the other way around,;

« whether a particle is decisive or not in disambiguating confusing relationships
between words.

The paradox is that by admitting no more than a tiny semantic contrast, we are then able
to explain a great deal more semantic behavior.

It bears repeating that my initial premise of a distinction between nouns and verbs is a
fiction. That means this entire construction is not falsifiable in the narrow sense. But |
submit that, granted the initial fiction, it is a highly useful construction.

4.1.2. The Cloud of Meaning

Another premise of this model — and like the contrast between noun and verb, it is a
fiction — is that we view a character as representing one and only one particular word.
All usage and senses of the character seem drawn from manipulation of that single word,
and those senses together appear to fill out a mass of related meanings. | like to think of
that mass of related meanings as a cloud: it has volume, in that the relationships among
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senses are usually too complex to think of on a simple linear or planar model, and at the
same time its boundaries are hazy.

This idea is not the same as relying on etymology to identify different historical sens-
es of a word and choosing among them. Etymology attempts to represent historical fact
and so is necessarily temporal. In Computer Science terms, it embodies a directed acyclic
graph. It is a graph because it is made up of connected nodes (words and senses); the
graph is directed because time progresses in only one direction as we proceed from node
to node, and it is acyclic because, given the direction of time, we cannot return to any
particular node after we have visited it on our progress through the graph. But a directed
acyclic graph is a poor model for exposing the cloud of meaning in Chinese, particularly
because in Chinese as | have described it, cycles are possible: when a verb is used as a
noun in Wenyan, that does not mean the verb is historically prior to the noun. Writers
seem to have felt able to assign parts of speech on the fly or even to leave them ambigu-
ous. And representing that ambiguity is the great strength of the model described in this
paper.

This premise has implications for lexicography. Just how to express the relationships
among meanings is a problem without an ideal solution. Chinese native dictionaries have
long tended to offer synonyms for any word that could not be defined explicity. West-
ern-language dictionaries of Chinese cannot turn to synonyms but have tended to offer
translations rather than definitions. Both groups of dictionaries have avoided specifying
parts of speech.’”® Many Western works in the missionary-colonial period listed com-
pounds haphazardly, but it is no longer remembered that the editors included those com-
pounds as a way of delimiting the whole range of meanings of individual characters, ra-
ther than as a poor effort to document the whole vocabulary of compounds.**

Modern character dictionaries attempt to arrange definitions in order so that, as Paul
Kroll puts it, they*®®

may suggest a certain development of meanings or understandable progression
from a basic sense to various derived meanings.

Kroll takes care to say that his dictionary — a sort of thesaurus of English translations of
Chinese character-meanings, rather than a traditional dictionary — is not etymological,

123 Branner & Meng 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2013.

124 Branner & Meng 2013:559-61. Frederick W. Baller (1852—1922) and Robert Henry Mathews
(1877-1970) both made this point explicitly in the prefaces of their works.

125 For instance, Da cidian 1985, Hany:i da zididn 1986-90, Wéng Li et al. 2000, Kroll 2015. The
guotation is from Kroll 2015:x.

56



BRANNER, WENYAN SYNTAX AS CONTEXT-FREE FORMAL GRAMMAR

but his word progression describes the etymological model closely. And that is a differ-
ent thing from a cloud of meaning, because a progression attempts to model actual histo-
ry.

Development means a temporal sequence beginning from, normally, a single ances-
tor. That idea embodies a fallacy: that there is an ultimate, original meaning of every
word, like some psychological motive hidden in a human being’s personality, and when-
ever we use the word we call occultly on that original meaning. Take English check as an
example. Essentially all living usage of check derives ultimately from the Persian word
sah ‘king’: from the name of an attack on the king in the game of chess, to the name
chess itself, to the pattern of alternating squares seen on chessboards, to square boxes in
which people confirm items completed or inspections passed, to the verb meaning “to
inspect and confirm,” and so forth. Sah is indisputably the origin of check; whenever we
say check, in a sense we are using a living avatar of ancestral sah. And yet the ways we
normally use check are not altered a jot if we are unaware of its history.

The fallacy, then, is claiming we gain necessary information about usage by examin-
ing etymology. What seems lacking to me in Wenyan dictionaries is not semantic detail
or even usage, but a sense of the interconvertibility of each morpheme’s various syntactic
functions. Supporting the achronic cloud of meaning requires a kind of organization dif-
ferent from a temporal progression.

Some hands — especially Lukas Zadrapa — catalogue shifts in part of speech in var-
ious texts, defining narrowly the nature of the semantic changes involved.!?¢ It seems to
me, however, that precision here invites unnecessary prescriptiveness.

The cloud of meaning is useful fiction, just like the contrast between noun and verb.
It cannot really be the case that a character really always represents only a single word
with varying senses, because at a minimum we know — from comparing different ver-
sions of the same text — that there is such a thing as a loangraph: a character that nor-
mally represents some known word, but sometimes represents an entirely different word,
one more often written with some different character. Or we may see a character with
multiple meanings that we cannot, even with great generosity, persuade ourselves all
originate in a single ancestor. If one character can represent unrelated words, then we
may easily fool ourselves into thinking we can connect etymologically the different uses
of a single word, when what we are looking at is actually more than one different word
written with the same character.

Exactly which characters represent which words is not the result of a natural evolu-
tion. Scribal and editorial custom played a part, during the early production and transmis-
sion of texts, as did official standardization later on (beginning no later than the Han). So

126 Zadrapa 2016.
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it is a fallacy to think that the cloud of meaning we perceive in the usage of a given word
is based on that word’s natural development. Rather, we are looking at the result of con-
scious effort by literate editors to normalize Wenyan as an isolating language. We try to
connect different uses of a single character as though that character were a single word.
That is our best model for reflecting the semantic flexibility and the interchangeability of
parts of speech that are the veritable signature of a stringently isolating language. In
Wenyan we find that signature affixed almost everywhere.

4.2. Likeness to a Functional Programming Language

It may be surprising to think that we can compare Wenyan to a programming lan-
guage, but that becomes possible and interesting once we have describe it as a symbolic
system adhering to a context-free grammar. The comparison is interesting because it viv-
ifies some of the abstract beauty of this natural language against a totally different prod-
uct of people’s minds.

What is the actual utility of representing Wenyan as a context-free grammar? Primar-
ily to highlight its extraordinary simplicity, which I think has been obscured in previous
studies. To recapitulate, the language has only two parts of speech, plus some special
grammar words whose behavior is unique and therefore outside of the general rules of
syntax. The syntactic relationships | describe in this paper are atomic: we perceive no
composition of finer subprocesses to produce them. The key unary process is for a word
to change its state from verb to noun or noun to verb. There are only two binary processes
for combining parts of speech: in sequence or by subordinating the first to the second. All
eight resulting combinations are meaningful and well attested in the literature, and all can
be reduced to either verbal or nominal function overall.

| propose comparing Wenyan to a functional programming language, such as LISP or
Haskell, because typologically those languages tend to be close to symbolic systems.
They tend to have only a few distinct operations, which likens them to Wenyan as | have
described it. Other characteristics, which require some explanation, are that functions are
first-class entities, that state is generally not retained, and emphasis on the composition of
operations.

4.2.1. Functions as First-Class Entities (and Data as Function)

For the purposes of comparison, verbs are like functions, and nouns are like data.
Because Wenyan verbs can always behave as nouns, they possess something called
first-class status in the functions of a programming language: a function is not restricted
from any of the behaviors of data, and can be handled just as data is.

A noun behaving verbally ((VP) ::= (NP)) has no easy parallel in functional lan-
guages, because data does not normally behave directly as a function. But the idea is
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worth pursuing a little because it deepens the likeness between the two conceptual sys-
tems.

It is sometimes said that a hash table is an example of data behaving as a function; but
a hash table is really a collection of arbitrary functions that include data as output. Better
still is to view it a a single surjective function, not data per se.

Rather than comparing a noun behaving verbally to a hash table, a more fitting
parallel is a particular programming strategy: to access data only as the return value of a
function, in order to prevent the uncertainties that may arise when mutable objects are
passed by reference. That is something like the way a noun behaves when it functions as
a semantically intransitive verb, as in examples 92-93" and 159-162: in example 161, we
could say that di & functions verbally to “return” the semantic noun “younger brother.”

Noun-as-verb behavior can also include semantic transitivity, as in examples
166-167, which seems to me a semantic version of type-coercion in programming lan-
guages: converting one type of data into another (in either its character or its representa-
tion). When Example 167 says huo qi shi, 10 qi ji k2 JEHSE « “fire’ their books
and ‘cottage’ their residences,” it is changing the character of books and residences to fire
and cottages. When Example 166 says rén zhi A2 “treat her as a person,” it is changing
the character of the mother.

4.2.2. No Retention of State

As for not retaining state, it is a characteristic of functional programming languages
that when some complex process produces intermediate results, those results are not
retained but are passed directly to the next steps in the process. State is the name of such
interme-diate results.

Wenyan words in a multi-word expression tend contribute to the overall meaning
more or less in sequence, and generally without long gaps between the appearance of a
word and the next reference to it. In particular, the language avoids the long embedded
clauses of some styles of modern Chinese.

Note that Wenyan’s complete lack of inflection actually prevents it from retaining
very much state. Inflected languages, on the other hand, are able to support a long dis-
tance between words that are closely connected in building up the meaning of longer ut-
terances.

4.2.3. Composition of Operations

Functional programming languages tend to have small numbers of operations, which
get composed into more complex functions. The operations in Wenyan are unary or bi-
nary, but a group of more than two words is normally composed of smaller operations, so
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that the group as a whole is a (NP) or (VP). This point is already illustrated in many
places above, but there are a few interesting sidelights to be shone with more examples.

4.2.3.1 Composing Three Elements
Even though Chinese prosody favors pairs, there are cases of triplets of things, espe-
cially when objects or qualities are listed:

(172) nianyueri 4= H H (NP) — N; N, N3 ‘year, month, and day’

NACHSHEHA BE, FFRE Y
Whenever it mentions the year, month, and day, in recording events, it
explicitly always means the author considered it important.

When things are in series, we can think of them as an example of nesting of subordinate
structures, or the chaining (successive accumulation) of binary operations, as illustrated
in connection with Figure 3, above. That way, the atomic operation is still fundamentally
binary, but it is carried out twice instead of once. See Figure 4:

£ B H
nidn  yué ri
year month day

(NPy)

Fig. 4: Two Chainings of Binary Operation (NP) — (NP;) (NP;)
(figure uses subscript a and b to avoid confusion with (NP1) (NP5))

Example 172’ revises the formula for nianyueri 4= H H to match Figure 4:

(172") nianyueri 4= H H (NPp) — (NP,) (N3) — N; N, N3 ‘year, month,
and day’

Why not analyze this expression as in 172"?

127 Lunhéng, “Zhéngshud”  (Gatk) 1EER.
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(172") nianyueri 4= H H (NPp) — (N;) (NP.) — N; N, N3 ‘year, month,
and day’

Because there is a tendency to order objects semantically from large to small, from more
to less important, or in order of temporal occurrence.

Even though Chinese prosody favors pairs and quartets, triplets are known in Manda-

rin. For instance:*?®

(173) gaodashang =K. L (Adj) (contraction of gzoduan dagi shang
dangci @i, KA. _EAEWR “high-end, grand,
and of superior grade’; said mainly of goods)

(174) congjiangsuan E Efr: (NP) “scallions, ginger, and garlic’

(175)  dazaqiang FTHEIE (VT) ‘to beat, smash, and grab: to go on the
rampage, to loot and pillage’

These triplets are regular lexical items and their constituents follow an idiomatic order,
without an obvious large-to-small or temporal pattern.

Verbal triplets are also not unheard of in Wenyan, either with single morphemes or
compounds:

(176) tiandirén K A (NP) — N; N, N; ‘Heaven, Earth, and
humankind’

K Hh A F R
Being able to link the principles of Heaven, Earth, and humankind is

called being a scholar.

Tiandirén is probably also in large-to-small semantic order.

128 The parts of speech in examples 173-175 are for Mandarin, not Wenyan.
129 yvang Xiong, Fayan, “Janzi” 45kt (ES) BT
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(177) chuandao f#i& (VP) — V N ‘to transmit the truth’
shouye =23 (VP) — V N ‘to receive [training in] a trade’
jiehuo fiF =% (VP) — V N ‘“to relieve ignorance’

FiTi 5 FIT DABE3E 5% B A st ™0
A teacher is the means for transmitting the truth, learning a trade, and
dispelling ignorance.

Conjunction is the operation most commonly chained, but subordination is also seen, for
instance:

(178) qi & N ‘Dzei (a place)’
huan f& N “pillar’
gihuan 7&FE"%

[the person called] “The Pillar,” of the state of Dzei

(179) gong & N ‘Executive (title)’

gihuén gang 7EAH A2
the Executive called “The Pillar,” of the state of Dzei

Figure 5 shows the structure of the expression as a tree:

i il 7N
qf hudn gén g
Dzei  pillar executive
\ | \

(Np-  (No)- N3
| ~_
((NPy))- (NPy)
\/
(NP)

Fig. 5: Two Chainings of Binary Operation (NP) — ((NP1))-(NP>)

The individual elements in Qi Hu&n gong are, again, in large-to-small semantic order.

130 1an Yu “Shishud” # (Flizh) .
3L shiji, “Chi shijia”  (s0ER) .
132 Han sha, “Gujin rén bido” (FEE) H4 AFE.
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4.2.3.2 Composing Four or More Elements

Chaining is not limited to three elements but the only common case is the successive
conjunction of items in series. Yet complex chaining, and deeply nested subordination,
are uncommon — Wenyan is, after all, processed by human minds, rather than automated
parsers. It is the norm, however, for groups of four to be composed into two groups of
two, in series. Traditionally, the aesthetic of the Chinese high-register language tends to
favor dualistic prosody, in which atomic units of two combine to form larger paired units.
Example 180 is such a case.

(180) haoqi FEHL (VP) — V; V, ‘to wail and weep’
béi’ai L (VP) — V1 V, ‘to be sad and to sorrow’
haoqi béi'ai HRNAER (VP) — (VP,) (VP,) — V1 V, V3V, “to
wail and weep, and to be sad and
sorrowing’

BRI AR R SR
They wail, weep, mourn, as they rush on the road (to the funeral).

Here is composition of four (NP) elements built up into a single (NP):

(181) gan It N ‘liver’
dan N ‘gallbladder’
chi #& N ‘Srhah (a place)’
yue ik N ‘Gwat (a place)’

ganddn chayué JFiEHERK (NP) — (NP;) (NP,) — N; N, N3 N,
‘liver and gallbladder, Srhah and Gwat’

HHREEY I

If you view them in terms of their differences, [they are as different as]
the liver [is from] the gallbladder, [or as] the state of Srhah [is from] the
state of Gwat.

Example 182 is a series of four (VP) expressions — three examples and then a summary
line explaining the overall principle:

133 Baihi tong, “Benghong” (A7) Ai#E.
13% Zhuangzi, “Déchong fu” (iET-) 4%
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(182) HilFEE 24 They formalized social relationships as an
example.

SRR They instituted laws and arranged
punishments.

AR TG In the way they took action, they remained in
keeping with the social conditions of
their people.

liii} And in all this,

EIPN Sl they took Heaven and Earth as their

models.

It is possible to have a great many (VP) expressions in series. (NP) expressions in series
are less common, but at times there are long catalogues of things — for instance, in fu i
celebrating (or satirizing) the opulence of a ruler’s private parks.

4.3. What about Rules Seen in Other Models of Wenyan Grammar?

Wenyan is imbued with a certain mystery by many readers, and with mystery comes
inordinate attention to particular syntactic patterns, which seem to call for special han-
dling. The model in this paper makes it unnecessary to turn to special rules to explain the
most familiar cases of special handling. One such case is the pivot noun, discussed above
in Section 3.2.4; another is the pre-posing of pronouns, discussed at the end of Section
3.3.3; a third is putative verbal semantics, discussed at the end of Section 3.3.6. Below |
discuss four other such cases: verb-object inversion, passive verbs, auxiliary verbs, and
intrinsic adverbs.

4.3.1. Verb-Object Inversion

Some hands advocate a pattern called “inversion,” in which a verb and its object ap-
pear reversed: under this principle, N .2 V is read as though it meant “V N.” For in-
stance, ci zh wei 278 (a common phrase in classical texts) is explained as weici &8 It
‘to talk about this, to mean this [the foregoing]’.

Tactically (that is, as a mnemonic), reversing the substantial words this way is useful
if it helps clarify semantics: that ci It is the object of the verb wei #f. Syntactically,
though, wei is functioning not as a verb here but as a noun: the structure of ci zhz wéi is
actually (N; =2)-Ng; rather than (N 2)- V:

(183) cizhiwei It Zzif (NP) — N; zhi N, ‘the saying or meaning of this
thing’ (rather than *3§ tt. (VP) ‘to mean this’)

135 Han shiz, “Xingfi zhi” () LS.
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FH, IR, bzt
The Documents says, “Make balanced what is not balanced.” That [quo-
tation] is an expression of this [the aforementioned idea].

It is usually no problem to translate as though the grammar were (VP) — (VP) (NP) —
in this case, “it means this [aforementioned idea]” — but the syntax is (NP) — ((NP))-
(NP). Examples are plentiful. Below are two more, enough to make the point quickly:

(184) hé ging {rTJEn (NP) ‘what high official?, which high
official?’
wen fif] V ‘to inquire’ — N ‘inquiry’

héging zhi wen {afJiz i (NP) — ({(NP,) zhi) (NP,) ‘the act of
asking about which ministers?’ (rather
than *RAa5E (VP) — (VP) (NP)); but
translate as “to inquire about which high
officials?”

EERE, &H, gz s

The King of Dzei, entitled “The Vast,” inquired about high officials.
Mencius said, “Your Majesty’s is an inquiry about which high officials?”
w “About which high officials is Your Majesty inquiring?”

(185) kuangqgie (NP) ‘special box for storing valuable
cloth or documents’
cang jik V ‘to store’

kuangqié zhi cang E @2k  (NP) — (NP zhi) N, ‘the storing [of
things] in a special box’ (rather than *Jig
BB (VP) — (VP) (NP)); but translate
as “to store [things] in a special box”

KB A ER 2, SRMAT RECE g
Misers have the habit of storing valuables in special boxes, and so when
they go out they don’t dare to go [long distances] by carriage or horse.

136, XUnzi, “Wangzhi”  (&i7-) EHl.

137 Mengzi, “Wan Zhang, xia”> (1) BZ=F.
138 Xunzi, “Rongri”  (Hi1-) 4555, Graph ji& could also be zang “treasury’, a noun.
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What is needed to make sense of expressions like these is a flexible mindset toward parts
of speech and how parts of speech affect meaning; no special grammar rule is needed.

4.3.2. Passives
It is widely taught that any verb is passive if it follows certain other verbs, especially:

(186) jian H. ‘to see, meet with’

(187) wéi % ‘to make; to act as; to become; to consider’
(188) ke ] ‘to be possible’

(189) z0 & ‘to be sufficient’

and a few others. These cases already appear in the first full native grammar of Wenyan,
that of Ma Jianzhong J& & (1845-1900).2% As with inversion, this is really an obser-
vation about semantics — and it is frequently effective in guiding translation — but it is
not an observation about syntax. Wenyan syntax does not actually show grammatical
voice distinctions, and it is hard to imagine they would turn up in just a few special envi-
ronments. The reality is that Wenyan has only what might be called a middle voice, in
which passive and active are not distinguished explicitly. Rather than admitting a special
passive voice in Wenyan, it is simpler to draw on patterns already well established.

4.3.2.1. Jian R with Following Verb as Object
For jian 5, what appears to be a following verb is an object semantically, which is to
say a noun syntactically:

(190) jiantu R (VP) — V N “to meet with slaughtering”
== ‘to be slaughtered’

TRER T B, R R
Dzei must submit at once to the three powerful states, or else it will get
slaughtered.

139 Ma distinguishes the behaviors of these various particles; see Ma 1954:204—5 section “[fE L4 [
& ] FHERINENFE; 1954:207-11 sections “PU, DL TR [#E] SFEF ARSI Z 774 and «
F, T[] [R] WPRET, MAXHCE

140 Shiji, “Qi Didohui wang shijia” (5 Z0) 7145 £ 1152, Reading fou gi¢ 4 H. “if not, then as
an alternative” & ‘otherwise’; reading cU #R%1& ‘at once’.
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In other words, this is a straightforward example of (VP) — (VP) (NP) (Section 3.3.2).

4.3.2.2. Wéi % with [(NP)] (VP) as Object

The seeming passive construction with wéi % takes a semantic verb phrase or a
whole semantic subject-predicate expression as object (Section 3.2.4-3.2.5). The essen-
tial mnemonic translation for it is “the situation becomes one of [(NP)] (VP),” drawing
on the meaning of wéi % as “to become.”

There may or may not be an explicit semantic agent of the verb following Wéi:

(191) qgin & V ‘to capture’
wéi gin A& (VP) — (VP) (NP) — V N “to become [a case
of] capture” == ‘to be captured’

[DRE)EAGE RN, BRI, s, REARE™
[P’tshaj] sent people to ask Gwat for food, but the King of Gwat would
not give them any and attacked, instead, and P’tshaj got captured.

(192) wéi gin gin A& & (VP) — V; NPi-, V, “to become [a case of]
Dzin capturing” = ‘to be captured by Dzin’

R LRI g th, RIEZEBM, RARE, HAREW

Gar’s troops were not weak and its people were not stupid, but the troops
were captured by Dzin and its wisest heads were made laughingstocks of
by Srhah.

We may be tempted think of the noun as a modifier of the second verb:

(192') wéiqgingin A&&  *(VP) — (VP) (NP) — V; (N)-V, “to become
[a case of] capturing through the agency of Dzin”
= ‘to be captured by Dzin’

The argument against this otherwise attractive analysis has to do with production and is
therefore out of scope here: when the noun is represented by a pronoun, that pronoun is
zhi 2. Now, zhr as a pronoun is normally only the object of a verb; it does not normally
function as a modifier. An example:

1411 ishi chaingii, “Xidoxing 1an, changgong” (= ICERK) 2478 B 1K,
192 Zhangu6 ce, “Han 1, Qin Han zhan yh zhuoze”  (HEEEIHE) 44— ZE il iNBE,
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(193) wéizhiqin 22 & (VP) — V1 NP;-; Vy; “to cause it to become him
(etc) capturing” = ‘to be captured by him (etc.)’

MO, BhAsREE . DURIETE., 52 &"

Suppose the enemy holds the advantage in numbers. If you move, stay in
shadow. If you respond to his substance with your own lack of substance,
you will surely be captured by him.

Overall, the wéi % structure displays all the same patterns of behavior as the so-called
pivot structure (Section 3.2.4). Semantically it is hard to see wéi as a pre-pivot verb, for
reasons that, once more, have to do with production and so are outside the scope of this
analysis.*** That, however, is a lexical limitation of wéi itself as a verb; ling and shi, too,
as solitary verbs do not have exactly the same meaning that they do as when they intro-
duce a pivot structure. The wéi structure has become a special pattern, and perhaps we
should think of wéi in it as a grammaticalized verb. That may be why it developed a spe-
cial disambiguation pattern. Consider the following example and its later explanation:

(194) kun V ‘to beset, hem in, hold back’
weéi jiz kun 2P A (VP) — (VP) (NP) — Vi Ni=, V, “for
the situation to become ‘liquor holds
[one] back’ ” = ‘to be badly affected by
liquor’

FERARECRRD, R A
In conducting rites for the dead, never dare fail to exert yourself fully.
And do not get addled by strong drink.

(195)  wéi jizi suo kin 2P TRl (VP) — (VP) (NP) — V ((NP1))-(NP,)
“to become someone that liquor holds
back” = ‘to be badly affected by liquor’

%3 Huainan zi, “Bingliié xun”  (#EFF 1) THETI.

144 Because unlike with ling 4 and shi f#, we cannot truncate after the noun and retain part of
the sense of the sentence.

Y5 Lanya, “Zi han” - (GRiFE) 2.
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CERaE) ANAEH . (GEY & ARSI BT IR i R L e
Analects: Do not get addled by strong drink. Comment: It means to reach
the point of losing control, as a result of getting addled by strong drink.

Use of the particle suo Fir to disambiguate wéi [(NP)] (VP) is not syntactically passive
any more than is the original structure, since suo V is a noun phrase, meaning the object
of V (see 64 and 138). After wéi, the construction [(NP)] suo V is a noun phrase: (NP) —
((NP1))-(NP2).

4.3.2.3. K¢ 7] and Za & with Following Verb as Object
In the cases of ke 7] and zU i, a following verb phrase is semantically their object:

(196) dao & V ‘to say’
ke AI(VP) (VP) — (VP) (NP) ‘to make or consider (VP) possible’
z0 £(VP) (VP) — (VP) (NP) ‘as make or consider (VP) sufficient’
kedao F[iE  (VP) — (VP) (NP) — V; V, “to consider saying possi-
ble”
= ‘to be possible to say’ (rather than *‘to be possible to
be said”)

BARIARSR, SHEWE, TS R, (FREAE Ak
B, dERETEE DU LR

The gentleman, on the other hand, is not like that. In what he has to say,
he considers whether it is possible to say it; in his actions, he considers
whether they are possible to take pleasure in. His moral power and his
sense of obligation it is possible to put forward as respectable; it is possi-
ble to imitate them his initiatives and his service. His bearing one may
gaze upon; one may measure him against the way he steps forward or
withdraws himself. And in all these things he superintends his people.

(197) cheng #& V ‘to praise’
zGcheng & (VP) — (VP) (NP) — V. V; “to consider praising suffi-
cient”
= ‘to be worth praising’ (rather than *‘to be sufficient to
be praised’)

140 Kangxi zidian, “Weéiba 47  (REERS) [ 1350 DU Rl oS24,
17 Xiaojing, “Shéngzhi” (Z#E) H2i4. Reading dud .
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B S0 UE A it
The fact that Middleson Kwanh suffered humiliation in order to preserve
himself from death is not praise-worthy.

Note that there seem to be no cases of & or %, supposed passive markers, appearing in
connection with these supposedly passivizing verbs 7] and ‘2.

To repeat the main point, the (VP) following jian &, wéi %, ké #J, z( /&, and other
such cases can still be translated with a passive construction in Mandarin or English, but
there is no reason to make that a feature of syntax, rather than semantics.

4.3.3. Modal Auxiliaries

A small number of words function in a way that makes them look like modal auxilia-
ry verbs in translation. The commonest of them — yU 4k ‘to desire to; to desire’, néng
HE ‘to be able to; to enable’, dé 15 ‘to be able, manage to; to obtain, succeed at’, yuan
J# ‘to wish for, will” — are well attested as ordinary verbs with transitive semantics. In
this semantic “auxiliary” sense, they simply take as objects the verb phrases that follow
them.

A few cases are not otherwise known with transitive semantics, such as kén 5 ‘to be
willing to’ and gan H{ ‘to dare to; to make bold to’. But they are well attested with in-
transitive semantics, and it seems a short leap to model them behaving the same way as
yu, néng, and the others above.

An exceptional case is qi H: ‘to be likely to, to tend to; would’, which may have been
a true modal auxiliary at some point, but which seems to have ceased to be productive
early on and is normally seen in fossilized idioms in the Han and later. Because it is a
unique case, | think it is best treated as a particle.

4.3.4. The Question of Intrinsic Adverbs

As noted in Definition 22 and Sections 3.3.4-5, adverbial semantics is expressed by
subordinating a noun or verb to a verb phrase. But are there any words that are intrinsi-
cally adverbial? If so, they appear to be too rare to constitute a regular semantic category.

Below | consider three kinds of adverbs: intensive adverbs (for meanings akin to
“very” and “most”), some common examples of general adverbs, and “totalizers” (akin to
Mandarin dou #f ‘all’).

The main intensive adverbs are shén #, zhi =, and jin &%; of these, zhi % and jin

. are already well attested as verbs: ‘to reach’ and ‘to come to an end’. Is shén ¥ in-

198 vantie lon, “Lunra” (Eis%3H) 3%, Reading cinwang 7715 as V N “to preserve being lost”
= ‘to salvage preservation from his lost state’.
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trinsically adverbial? No; it is well attested in verbal (and also nominal) usage, for in-

stance:

(198)

(199)

shén # V ‘to be severe’

MR, HARERY
Even if there were a transgression, it would not be severe.

shén & V — N ‘a case of being “very much so™”’

EE. IRz Eh™

Kowtowing is an intense example of submission.

Among common adverbs, bi &% ‘necessarily’ and gi % ‘tentatively, transiently’ are
representative. Are they intrinsically adverbial? No, both are attested in verbal usage:

(200)

(201)

bi V ‘to be necessary; to treat as necessary’

HNDIAR, Wl AR 5% et

The sage takes the necessary to be unnecessary, and so uses no troops.
Ordinary people take what is unnecessary and “necessitize” it, so they
have lots of troops.

gi A V ‘to pause at’

Ttk AT
I rest transiently in the place where pure virtue resides.

Wenyan has a number of words functioning like Mandarin dou #f5, a “totalizer”
particle meaning “entirely, altogether, all the foregoing.” Like dou, they usually appear
between topic and comment. Most are verbs whose meanings are akin to the sense “all”:

(202) HAKEPEEIZME “to encompass as a whole” & “all’

(203) EHE/—F/3L  “to act together, to combine” = ‘all’

Y9 Liji, “Bidoji” (i) L.

150 +
"Li
151

ji, “Jido tésheng” (MHRL) KRAHFHE.
‘Zhuangzi, “Lié yokou”  (fET) FIHIE.

152 Zhang Héng, “Sixuan fu” gy (L ZEL) .
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(204) /4 “to use up, complete” = “all’
(205) /1R “to reach everywhere” & “all’

Other dou-like words — xian i, jie £, xi &, ju 12 — lack obvious verbal sense. Are
any of them intrinsically adverbial? No; all of these have straightforward verbal usage:

(206) xian Jik V “to act together” = ‘to remain in harmony’

MR AR B A D, OMERISE, SRR, MR

So when harmonious sounds enter the ear, they are stored away in the
heart. If the heart is at ease, the listener is happy. If the sounds are quiet,
they do not reach everywhere; and if they are overwhelming, they cannot

be taken in.
(207) jie & V ‘to reach everywhere’ ™
kong fL V ‘to be large in scale or scope’

Zili 2 ls, ZARSAME, LUAE S, MtE L

Make ale, make sweet wine; make offering to ancestors male and female;
meet thereby the hundred ritual obligations; may they send down good
fortune, and may it reach everywhere.

(208) xi Z& V ‘to count up, tally up, get an overview of’

AT EAT, BEPE S LUMETR, W15 R

When the King set out in person and combined all the military strength
within his state in order to attack Dzei, Sir Sra’s remonstrations were not
taken into account.

193 7u6 zhuan, “Zhao, year 217 (/EfE) WA~ —4F,

1% Kong Yingda FLEEEE, “Méo shi zhuan shu & FfHBR: 45, fRth. B3, Graphs % and
# are historically homophones (i57& 8] {kei-2b}, pointing to Mandarin jie), but recent Main-
land dictionaries read the graph & as xié (Xiandai Hanyu cidign; Xinhua zidign 7 #E 7 i
1971). Xié 7 {ghei-2b} may be exerting influence. Examples of this morpheme written {& in
received texts are clear as V “to act together.” For instance: #5+BELER, 4 ELZH{E [And so
this work (of conducting ritual) blends in with different times; its good effects match its names]
(Liji, “Yuejiv (EF0) 4450).

195 shijing, “Zhou song, Chén gong zhi shi, Fengnian” (%) JEIME- B T2 |4,

138 Shugyuan, “Zheéngbian” (ER3H) 1F k.
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(209) ju 1R V ‘to come together into a group, interact; to accompa-
5157

ny

fmANE., (EHIE®

With [yin and yang] unbalanced, the wind blows; when they interact, it
thunders.

All these examples are verbal. Intrinsic adverbs, if they do exist, must be rare.

4.4. Multiple Readings

Chinese may not always have been isolating, but the writing system looks as though it
was designed, and later standardized, to write an isolating language. That is true even at
an early period. Even if we eventually uncover evidence that morphology was incorpo-
rated systematically into the script at one point, as seems elusively possible, it is signifi-
cant that no such practice survived into later use. | have suggested that Chinese may have
undergone a restructuring event early in its history, shearing away inflectional and deri-
vational morphology to leave an isolating language — presumably because it was adopt-
ed by large numbers of new speakers.**

But there is a paradox connected with reconstructed morphology. The primary native
evidence of it is multiple readings associated with a single graph, which includes readings
that we understand to reflect semantic differences, together with cognates or doublets.'®°

137 The graph 1& is now standardly read ju, but it is useful to retain the traditional reading *ji, to
reinforce the fact that semantically it and ju = are quite different words. E. {guoH-3c} — ju ‘to
possess and fully display’; also: ‘tool’; 1 {kuo-3c} — *ji. Is there an etymological relationship
between ju H and *jiz 14? In the Baxter-Sagart system, ju = *[g](r)o-s may be understood as
*m-k(r)o-s, from *jiz 15 *k(r)o, by affixation of *-s; for outwardly directed action and perhaps
also *my,- for volitional-causative sense. Baxter & Sagart 2014:54-55, 59, 2015.

158 Da Dai Liji, “Zengzi tian yuan”  (KEGEED) €7 KA.

159 Branner 1999:159-66.

180- A term common in modern Chinese philology, tongyuan zi [FlJf 5 “graphs of common
origin” (Wang Li 1982:3-12), appears to render English cognate, but in practice it normally ap-
plies to what we would call doublets: words descending from a single ancestor at different stages
of history but coexisting in a single language. The name doublet implies especially “the coexist-
ence of [an] old form with the innovated form”; over time they often become become either dif-
ferentiated as to function or meaning or else reconciled through blending and amalgamation
(Hock 1991:169, 189-91). In contrast, English cognate includes words in different languages that
descend from a single word in a common ancestral language; they are “genetically equivalent”
(Fox 1995:62). Apparent doublets are so numerous in Chinese that Karlgren used them for inter-
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The majority of the doublets that are applied to reconstructing early Chinese morphology
involve the interchange of verb and noun, a relationship traditionally called sisheng biéyi
AR “distinguishing meaning by tone category.” The paradox is that apparently all
Chinese verbs and nouns are able to undergo this interchange, not only in received texts
(which may have been redacted) but also in excavated bronze inscriptions (which could
not have been). Yet only a fraction of them are associated with doublet readings in the
received scholia and are not reflected in the organization of the received script.

If morphology was productive and widely known at one time, then the tradition must
have been lost early enough that most of it did not find its way into scholia. And yet there
must have been a continuous history of people being able to read. Without knowledge of
morphology, they must have been reading Wenyan as an isolating language, just as we
do, and they must have been manipulating parts of speech more or less as described here.

Sisheng biéyi is commonly called “derivation by tone change” in English, but it is less
tendentious to term a set of alternate readings like these a relationship or alternation and
avoid referring to change or derivation, because the existence of these readings does not
imply temporal progression from one to the other. We use primarily those doublets that
are related to one another in a systematic way; derivation is temporal, while interchange
is not. The proposed reconstructions began coexisting at some point and it may be that
they have always coexisted, as part of an organic derivational system.

Like many other contemporary readers, | have mused aloud about the possibility that
the ancient term yadyan = ‘elegant speech’ meant a high diglossic register that, coex-
isting with lower registers, reflected its own distinct regional origin.'®* But perhaps “cle-
gant speech” was in fact a tradition of reading more in keeping with the structure of the
writing system, and perhaps even morphologically more explicit than what has come
down to us in fragmented and reliquary form in the scholia.

4.5 Counterbalancing and “Part-of-Speech” Yoga

I end with one of the particular pleasures of reading Wenyan: something a colleague
and I once described as “syntactic yoga”: the free manipulation of parts of speech that is
possible in Chinese.'®?

The lines in example 182, above, display counterbalancing (duichén #}#4): the au-
thor has composed four-character verb phrases in series, but in their internal syntax as we

nal reconstruction, adopting the phrase word family to describe them (Karlgren 1933). Chinese
renders that expression tongyuan ziza [EIJE 5%,

181 Branner 2000:89-94.

1%2 Branner & Meng 2010a.
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are describing it they are not in perfect parallel. An uncomplicated reading of the first
couplet happens to be in perfect parallel:

(210) HFS e (VP) — (VP;) (VP) — V1 N; V3 Ny
They formalized social relationships and made
an example of them.
j/ii%&ﬁﬂ (VP) — (VPy) (VP2> —ViN1 Vo N;
They instituted laws and arranged punishments.

Each pair of words is a verb-object compound, and the whole couplet has the same syntax
in the first line as in the second, all the way down to the level of individual words.
The second couplet is not in perfect parallel:

(210 Bhax RIS (VP) — (VP) (NP) — (V1)-V; (N)-N,
In the way they took action, they remained in
keeping with the social conditions of their
people.
IR EHS (VP) — (VPL) (VP,) — Vi N; Vo N,
... They took Heaven and Earth as their models.

Line one of 210’ is verb-object, while line two is a pair of verb-object expressions. Verb
phrases in lengthy series are common in high-register writing, but internally — at the
level of compounds or individual words — they are not necessarily counterbalanced.

But the distinction between Wenyan verbs and nouns is fluid — a word may be made
to change its type at the reader’s whim, and sometimes it is possible to recast syntactical-
ly unbalanced lines into “good” form — that is, reading them as more closely counter-
balanced.

Here is another example:

(211) HEK Ordinary folk [have]
IHESR decorated cups, painted tables —
B 48 [t ] armrests, seat-mats, close-stitched
insoles —
% Womanservants and concubines are
KENJE A garbed in fine silk, beclogged in plain
silk —
UL R For the common people,

193 Han shiz, “Xingfi zhi” () LS.
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e o barnyard millet is their food, flesh what
they eat.

The quartets of characters counterbalance at higher levels, but in the most natural read-
ing, they do not counterbalance at the most granular level:

(211) STHRGEZR (NP) — (NP1) (NP2) — (V1)-N1 (V2)-N;
decorated cups, painted tables —
ML 45 (NP) — (NP1) (NP;) — N1 N (V1)-N3

armrests, seat-mats, close-stitched insoles —

It is straightforward to read the first line as (V1)-N; (V2)-N,. In the second, jixi HLJ is
most natural as “armrests and seat-mats,” which is N; N,. On the other hand, if we feel
pressure to see ji AL as a verb, we could read jixi as (V)-N: seat-mats to which armrests
have been added, “armrested seat-mats.”

We can read the succeeding couplet in at least two different ways:

(211") A<HIE Hk (VP) — (VP1) (VP;) - V1 N; V2 N,
garbed in fine silk, beclogged in plain silk —
FRER A B (VP) — (VP1) (VP2) — (N1)-V1 (N2)-V;

they feed on barnyard millet, fleshfully they eat.
(There is our friend roushi A& again, “to eat in a fleshly manner.”) Alternately:

(211"") I ok (NP) — (NP;) (NP,) — N; N, N3 N,
their clothes are fine silk; plain silk their sandals

FRER A& (NP) — (NP;) (NP,) — N; N, N3 N,
barnyard millet is their food, flesh what they eat.

The first reading (211") seems preferable to me, and perhaps it is my own bias to enjoy
coercing nouns into verbal senses.'®®> But the second reading (211") is counterbalanced,
down to its individual words. And that offers its own aesthetic satisfaction.

16% yantie lun, “Guoji”  (Hatiza) By,

185 In fact, we can even force the line about barnyard millet into parallel with the line about fine
silk: “FER AR [they use barnyard millet as their food, flesh as their eating],” yielding (VP) —
(VP1) (VP,) — V1 N; V; N,
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Just as we are not obliged to insist on one syntactic output of a context-free grammar,
so the parts of speech and syntactic relationships implied by Chinese counterbalancing
are fundamentally fuzzy.

That fuzziness contributes much to our impression of dense, Humboldtian “pure
thought.” In fact, I think that “pure thought™ is not the whole story of what makes reading
Wenyan such a powerful experience — the really decisive satisfaction, and the really
interesting feature of Chinese, is the ability it grants us to manipulate parts of speech this
way in the actual act of reading.

And that is possible because in Wenyan, whatever its origins, parts of speech are
fundamentally indeterminate.
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CONVENTIONS

» Context-free grammar. Conventions for the grammar are introduced at the begin-

ning of Section 3 and conventions for part-of-speech notation at the end of 3.1.

» Punctuation.

« . . In Wenyan examples the only punctuation I use is the traditional dunhao
MESE [pause mark]: . . In modern orthography, the diinhao has a new and al-
tered meaning: it separates items in a series, between which there is normally
no audible pause in reading. Some native speakers are surprised to see this un-
familiar pause usage, but it is historically valid and true to the actual meaning
of the name dunhao. I avoid modern punctuation of Wenyan texts because it
adds semantic content — a violation of the separation of concerns.
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*  %. | use a percent sign to suggest iconically the swapping that is involved in
loangraph (tongjid 1) usage. So %%%E means that % appears represent-
ing the word normally written ZE.

» Translation issues:

« Official titles. | render ancient titles in such a way as to avoid unapt Western
feudal terminology, responding to the ideas of Li Feng.*®® Where rulers are
named by reign titles or posthumous titles, I generally translate them; such ti-
tles were chosen for meaning and so they are best rendered in translation.

 Literal versus idiomatic renderings. When the literal rendering of some Chi-
nese is significantly different from an idiomatic rendering, I include both, with
a pointing finger (=) between them and the literal in quotation marks. For
example:

bishus %5 “to argue with pen” = to make written arguments

NHZ “not have a day’s duration, and accomplish it”
w- t0 get it done in under a day

» Romanization of proper nouns in Old Chinese phonology. To transcribe proper
nouns and other terms in translations, | render recent Old Chinese reconstruc-
tions. Primarily | use Baxter-Sagart, which charmingly incorporates many rela-
tionships from character-structure into the reconstructed forms. At times | also
use ideas and phonological assignments of Schuessler.*®” A prime goal in us-
ing Old Chinese is to avoid the anachronistic effect of naming things from
much earlier eras with contemporary Mandarin. | replace all special phonetic
symbols: 2 with e, -? with -h, » with ng, as well as making other reductions.
Normally 1 ignore the A/B syllable-type distinction; where it is occasionally
useful for disambiguation (or for preventing reconstructed forms from confu-
sion with Pinyin), | replace the pharyngealization token ¢ with the apostrophe
originally used by Norman (1994). Norman considered his proposal “an open
system” and did not intend to insist on a narrow phonetic interpretation — that
is part of the reason he called it “Early Chinese” rather than “Old Chinese.”®®
| also sometimes use an apostrophe to attach affixes to words. The goal of all
this is not to render Early or Old Chinese exactly but to give the translation
vividness of sound without anachronism. This is hardly a new idea. You see it

1% i Feng 2003.
17 Baxter & Sagart 2014, 2015; Schuessler 2009.
188 personal communication, 1991.

78



BRANNER, WENYAN SYNTAX AS CONTEXT-FREE FORMAL GRAMMAR

in full flower in Edward Schafer’s tour-books of Tang literature,'®® and here is
David Knechtges’s 1982 rendering of line from a Han fu — he uses Pinyin and
the Old Chinese of Li Fang Kui in one breath:

L ST
Frighten the kui dragon,
Scare the kog and tya.

» Phonetic tokens for characters:

« Pinyimn: To notate sound in glosses (as opposed to translations) | use Mandarin,
rather than any reconstruction or metasystem representing pre-modern lan-
guage, since my purpose is to provide the contemporary reader with something
familiar and pronounceable. I do not capitalize proper nouns in this context,
again because doing so adds semantic content to the representation of sound
and that violates separation of concerns. (I do, however, capitalize proper
nouns in translation.) | generally use the 1955 Mandarin standard, but prefer
the 1932 standard for the tones of words of rusheng A& origin.

« Romanization of proper nouns in pre-modern phonology. Medieval phonology,
which is mentioned occasionally here, uses the Branner “neutral transcription,”
whose goal is to transcribe standard phonological categories without recon-
structing them.*"*
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