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IX: PLACE EXPRESSIONS AND LOCATION OF THINGS, EVENTS AND ACTION 
 

1. Localizers:  / / / / / / /  
Single-syllable "localizers" that indicate relative location are "bound" forms in the sense that 
they alone cannot be used as "free" words, but must be bound with something else - either in 
front or rear - to form words.  When the bound localizer is not referenced to a location or 
object, it is made into a "free word" by adding a suffix: ~ ~ ~   
 
  bound localizer + =free form  
 

 and  may be "er-ized" in colloquial , e.g.: 
 
   qi>anmi]anr   zu[obi<anr 
 
There is one other localizer suffice -  - which will be discussed in 1.e. and 2.e. 
   
a. / / /  can take the two suffixes ~  and ~ , and there's no difference 

in meaning between the two suffixes, though there may be regional difference in 
preference for one or the other.   

 
           

 
b. /  and / / /  take the suffix ~ , but not ~  and ~ : 
 

   but not  nor     
     but not  nor   

( can mean "north side" of something with a surface - like a building, but not north 
of something or the northern part of an area.  The applies to all the cardinal 
directions. ) 
 

c.  In addition, / and / may also take the suffix ~ , but that's not as common as 
the suffixes ~ /~ . 

 
        (not as common as  

 
d.  For the bound localizer , the equivalent "free" forms are and . 
 
e.   vs.   is another localizer suffix  

implies a portion of the reference PW, within the boundaries of the PW.  It is used 
only with / / / /  (and semi-cardinal directions , , etc.) 

may refer to an area outside the boundaries of the PW, or a portion of the reference 
PW, within the boundaries of the PW. 

 
     
    but not  
 
     
     but not  
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    but not  
 
f.  (under) vs.  (under/underneath): 
   refers to the three-dimensional space underneath the reference place or object (cf. 2).  
  can refer to either the three-dimensional space underneath or the two-dimensional  
  surface underneath the reference object: 
  

Under the table (e.g. a cat is sleeping there):    or   
The underside of the table (the serial number is embossed there):  
Under the dish (a note is hidden there):      or   
The underside of the dish (the brand is marked there):  
Under the eaves (someone standing there because it's raining)    or   
The underside of the eaves (some pictures are painted there)  
 

2.  Localizer referenced to a location or object (the reference can be a noun, pronoun, or 
placeword): 

 
 a.  All "free" localizers (bound localizer + / / ) may be attached to a reference  
  

   N/PN/PW ( ) + free localizer (bound localizer + / / ) 
 
  The particle  may be inserted between the reference and the free localizer.   
   

With "reference + / / / / / + ," there is a preference for inserting the particle .   
 

  With "reference + / / / / /  + / " and " / ," inserting  sounds a     
  bit verbose ( ), and breaks the bisyllabic rhythm, so it is not favored. 

 
The particle lends a slightly greater sense of independence between the reference and 
the localizer.    

   
           

 
b. The bound localizers / / / / alone (without the suffix / ) may also be attached 

to a reference, the combination of "reference + localizer" is "free": 
 
  N/PN/PW + / / / / :             
 
The particle  may not be inserted between the reference and the bound localizer: 

not    not     not   
but:     but:      but:  

            
          

 
 But due to the strong bisyllabic rhythm of the Chinese language, there is a preference for 

using the "localizer +suffix" form with bisyllabic references and a preference for using the 
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monosyllabic "bound localizer" with monosyllabic references. 
 preferred over       preferred over  

 preferred over  
 

c. In contrast to the localizers / / / / , the other bound localizers - / / / / / /
/  - occur with the suffix / / , i.e., the suffix / / is normally not dispensable: 

 
 / not     / not     / not  

 
 ( )   not ( )  

 
  ( )    

not  
 

d. With the localizers / , there is no exception to the above rule.  With the localizers /
, there's this exception:  Due to the strong bisyllabic rhythm of the Chinese language, if 

the reference is a mono-syllabic word (and there's no bisyllabic synonym), then the "bound 
localizers" / without a suffix may be attached to the reference because the combination 
"reference + localizer" forms two syllables. 

 
        not , but   or  
  (the poetic line  by  also helped to solidify the term ) 
 
        not , but  or  
   

not  , but    
 

not  ( has the common synonym ), but  
 

e. With the cardinal directions / / /  (bound localizers) , a monosyllabic PW may be 
attached before or after the localizer without adding the suffix to form proper geographic 
name (e.g. names of some provinces): 

 
                    
               
 

Sometimes a bisyllabic PW has a monosyllabic synonym, in which case the monosyllabic 
synonym is an abbreviation and has a classical or literary flavor.  Names of China's 
provinces also have monosyllabic equivalents (used on license plates for example), even 
though many of them are not commonly known.  With such monosyllabic references, the 
"bound localizer" rather than the suffixed "free localizer" is used: 
 
         not  
       /  not    
   (cf. 3.)      but not  
        but not  

 
f. Special meaning of The localizer has some applications aside from indicating 
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physical location.  When attached to certain abstract entities, it is often rendered by "in" 
rather than "on" in English: 
 
   (in the world)  (in society)  (in class, vs. / )  

 but   
   

 morality (can't pass muster morally) 
  Other examples:   
 
In referring to location on a printed page, e.g. book/newspaper, Chinese uses whereas 
English uses "in": 
 
    Today (I) read that piece of news in the newspaper. 
         There's no explanation in the book. 

 
3. localizer: / / / / / / /  

This form is a bit formal and is often used in the abstract rather than with concrete physical 
locations. 
 

      
(temporal concepts rather than physical locations) 

 
   (a bit more formal than ) 

 
 (physical location) vs.  (organizational structure) 

 
          :  to flood  

(area along the south shore of the Yangtze) 
 

           not (illogical) 
(the entire area south of the Yangtze) 

 
and refer to temporal locations, not physical locations. 

Analogies that don't exist:  *  (replaced by ) * * *  
 

Some sophisticated examples of the " +localizer" usage: 
 

(or )  
qualification  

 
 

pornographic shots  
 

cast votes  
 

territory  
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mountain range; great plains  

 
In the words ,  may be replaced by ; the meaning is 
unchanged, but the flavor is slightly more literary.   
 

(or )  
("Raise the Red Lanterns"…) 

 
But note that  ("between") /  ("among") do not have counterparts in  and  
 

conflict natural  
 

(The ruler will also exploit the 
overt and covert conflicts among the officials to consolidate his position.) 

 
 

 

(The master doesn't have a favorite among his five wives/concubines, 
because he merely uses them as tools.) 
 

4.  Pitfall:  In Chinese, the reference precedes the localizer, the whole precedes the part, and 
the larger unit precedes the smaller unit (reflecting a perspective from the "distant whole" to 
the "local partial aspect": 
 

           
  

The word order in English is just the opposite (reflecting a perspective from the "local partial 
aspect" to the "distant whole") 

                
Central portion of the U.S. ; in front of the bookstore ; to the left of 
Ms. Li ; outside of the restaurant  
 

Therefore it is especially important to think in Chinese.  If one formulates a sentence in 
English in one's mind, then translates it into Chinese before saying it, one would have to do 
some mental flip-flopping, with the risk of landing badly or at least slowing down the 
communication process. 
 

5. / are PW's in their own right, but they can also be suffixed to nouns or pronouns to 
indicate location, i.e. N/PN + /  become locational phrases, the N/PN alone cannot 
be used to indicate locations:  

 
( not )                  

    not (  is just a N, not a PW) 
 

/  may also be suffixed to words that are PW's in their own right, and has the effect 
of emphasizing the location, and indicating the speaker's location relative to the place in 
question. 



 55

 
   

    
     

 
6.  Statement of location of persons and things:  Subj.  PW 
 

        but not (  is a bound form) 
  IUP    
   first rate  
  vagabonds; subway station  
 

7. Place expression as modifier of N, like all noun modifiers, precedes the noun:  
 

place expression N  
 

 
    paragraph  

 
 

 
 
Pitfall:  In English, the place modifier is always introduced by a preposition, and therefore 
comes after the noun, e.g.  "the book on top of the table," "the restaurant by the school's 
front gate," "friends on the main- land" One must be on guard to avoid incorrect phrases like: 
* * * . 
 

8. Existence of things at a certain location:  ( )-PW   
   The key word here is so the negative form is:   ( )-PW                             

 indicates existence at a place (like "il y a…" in French) and has nothing to do with 
possession: 
 

               but not  
      

  ( )  
( ) cheat people; 
lawyer  
( )  
( )
salesperson  
 

9. Location of action:  The standard sentence pattern to indicate the location of an action is:   
 

Subj. -PW VP                              
 
In this pattern, the  has the function of a coverb (CV) and the VP (verb phrase) is the 
main verb. 
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However, if the action directly affects the location, then the phrase may be placed either 
before or after the verb:    
 

Subj. VP  PW.   
In this pattern, the  has the function of a postverb (PV).  (The difference between 
coverbs and postverbs will be revisited in Lesson XI.)  
 
Action directly affects location: 
 
          
   
   
      
  (acceptable, though less common than the preceding  
  sentence, because  affects the location) 
 
Action doesn't affect location: 
 
     not  
   
     not  
   
  not  
   
   

status do odd job  
  not  
 
  freeze to death  
   
  (postverb usage of  is exceptional, in this case to lend literary flavor) 
 
The distinction between the coverbial and postverbial functions of  can sometimes be a 
subtle one, even though theoretically the distinction seems clear enough.  In general, the 
postverbial  can only be used to indicate the location to which the event or activity is 
acted upon, whereas the coverbial  usually indicates the location at which an event or 
activity takes place, but can also be used to indicate the location to which the event or 
activity is acted upon.  With verbs like  and , the "activity" can be interpreted as 
being done either at or to a location.  However,  seems only like an event that 
occurs at a location and not to a location, so why is the postverbial  acceptable here?  
This can be rationalized as follows:  In literary Chinese,  (and its more literary 
equivalent ) is located after the verb, and this word order has carried over into modern 
vernacular Chinese, carrying with it a "poetic" or  flavor when so used. 


