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XIV.  SENTENCE WORD ORDER IN SUMMARY AND SPECIAL CONSTRUCTIONS 
 

1.  Verb phrase word order:   
 
Non-interrogative sentences: 
   (MA) Subj. (MA) VP 
       VP: a.  A SV 
       b.  A AV CV-O (…) V-O  
       c.  A AV CV-O (…) (V-O)V-PV-O 
       d. A AV CV-O (…) (V-O)V- complement 
       e.  A AV CV-O (…) RV 
       f. A AV CV-O (…) (V-O)V +time-span/occurrences 
  MA includes:  T-when and specific occurrences, as well as words like  
  (…) indicates that there may be more than one of the preceding element 
 
 
Example sentences for the above patterns: 
 
  a.   
  b. ( )  
  c.  
   ( ) 
  d.  IUP  
  e.   IUP  
  f. ( )  
    IUP  
 
Interrogative sentences:  follow the patterns listed in Lesson II. 
 

2.  Noun phrase with one or more modifiers: 
 
Modifiers always precede the noun being modified.  The following elements may be noun 
modifiers:  SV's ( , N or PN (often - but not necessarily - indicating 
possession), time expressions (T-when as well as T-span), location phrases, verb phrases, 
embedded sentences.  In short, just about anything can be a noun modifier. 
 
The modifier is "usually" linked to the modified noun by .  But there are exceptions 
(a.b.c. below):  
 
a.  The modifier is "agglutinated" to the N.  "Agglutinated" modifiers are usually single-
 syllables: 
 
  /    /    /  
  /  /       /  /    
  /  /        /    
 
 This is similar to "blackbird" vs. "yellow sparrow," "blackboard" vs. "yellow board," and 
 "mankind" vs.  "new kind" in English.      
 
b.  The modified noun has a special fixed meaning (i.e. the modifier is not "selective")  
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c.  The modified noun is used in a formal, literary way, as in titles of books, brand names, etc. 
 
     (Blue Ribbon Beer)   
 
d.  The following types of noun modifiers are always marked by at the end:  
 
   Noun and pronoun modifiers indicating possession (except with single-syllable   
  pronoun modifiers indicating relationships, in which  is optional) 
 
   or    or    
  but not: (  is not a single-syllable pronoun)     
   or , but not:  (  is not a pronoun) 
   or , but not:  (phrase does not indicate relationship)
         
   (but is OK, because it falls into category b above)  
 
   Verb phrases and embedded sentences:  
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
 
 e.  Most single syllable SV's may modify a N without and most two-syllable SV's 

may not, but there are exceptions in both cases: 
 
          
 but not:  ( )  nor  ( ) 
 
         
   but  (  is acceptable though a bit "wordy")   
 
 When in doubt about when is omittable, it is generally safe not to omit it.  In other 

words, it's usually acceptable to use  when it is not necessary (e.g. 
 are acceptable though they may sound odd).  But 

omitting  when it shouldn't be omitted is unacceptable (e.g. * *
* * *  are simply unacceptable). 

 
 Sometimes, including makes a difference in meaning: 
 
   /     /    /  
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   /     /    
 

3.  Ordering of multiple modifiers: 
 
a.  When a noun is modified by two or more SV's, the ordering of the modifiers may differ 

from English.  Generally, the longer modifying phrases precede the shorter ones, or at 
least the single-syllable modifiers come at the end. 

 
   
   (big brown house)   not *  
     (acceptable) 
  but not:   
 
b.  When a noun is modified by various types of modifiers, they follow the word order below: 
 
 possessive N or PN  + (Subj.+) time or location phrases + VP  + SV's (adjectives) N 
 
   
   
   
 

4.  Adding specifiers and numbers to noun phrases.  Whenever a specifier and/or number 
precedes a N, the insertion of a M is needed  (cf. Lesson II).  As for the ordering of the "SP 
Nu M" cluster vis-a-vis the modifying phrase, there are two equally acceptable orderings: 

 
   Modifying phrase  + SP Nu M N    or  SP Nu M + Modifying phrase  N 
 
   
   
  IUP    IUP  
 
5.  General and specific nouns modified by clauses.  Compare the following sets of sentences: 
 
 (ambiguous) 

(all-inclusive, general)  
 (specific)    
  IUP (specific) 
 
   (ambiguous)  supermarket  
  (all-inclusive, general)   
 (specific) 

 
(ambiguous) lawyer  

  (all-inclusive, general)  
 (specific) 

  
(ambiguous)  
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 leave a government job and go into the private sector  
(all-inclusive, general) 

(specific) 
 

 
 (ambiguous) 

(negative:  all-inclusive, general)
  

 (specific) 
 
Because nouns in Chinese have no singular/plural distinction, a noun modified by a clause 
may refer to all entities within the category in question, a particular one, or particular ones 
within the category.  If the sentence contains the adverb then it is clear that all entities 
within the category in question are intended.  If the noun phrase contains a specifier (

), then it is clear that only specific ones are intended. A specified modified 
noun may be singular or plural, but an unspecified modified noun - as well as the noun in a 
sentence containing the adverb  - is plural. 

 
6.  The remainder of this lesson introduces several most commonly used sentences patterns that 

lack direct equivalents in English, and therefore tend to be bypassed by students.  In order to 
speak Chinese fluently and colloquially, it behooves the students to learn to use these patterns 
actively.   

 
 The "topic-comment construction":  The most common use of this pattern is to prestate the 

object as the topic of the sentence, either to give it greater prominence or contrast, or to "get 
it out of the way" (when the object is unusually complex).  Other elements of a sentence - 
such as a coverbial phrase - may also be prestated as the topic for emphasis. 

 
    

  
  

  grasp, confidence  
  w>eir>en moral conduct  
  
  physical appearance behavior  
 
The closest thing to the "topic-comment construction" in English is the "As for…, …" pattern.  
But the "topic-comment construction" is used much more frequently in Chinese, especially in 
colloquial speech. 
 

7. Omission of subject, object, and understood head noun (after modifying phrase )  
   (understood subject omitted:  ) 
   (understood object omitted) 
   (understood head noun) 
  
   to possess  
  (what noun fits logically after  and ?) 
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  line of work  
 to point out and instruct  
  odd jobs  
 

8. The " " pattern:  used for concession, emphasis (often on some aspect other than the 
main verb), contrasting two or more items, or contradicting an assumption.  The " " 
pattern (see #9) applies to completed action, whereas the " " pattern (without  at the 
end) applies to the present and future. 

 
 ( :  granted…, but…) 
  (emphasis; notice that  is used before a SV here) 
 (concession) 
 (contrast, contradict) 
 (contrast) 
 But not:      
 (The " " pattern is appropriate here because it indicates completed action.) 

 (contrast, contradict) 
  
  dispatch police dog  
 
To achieve the same effect in a sentence that already has as its main verb, simply stress 
the word . 
 
   (contradict) 
  to deny  (emphasis) 
 

9.  (with completed action only).     
 

a. This pattern is used to assert a fact or to focus on a particular aspect -- time, place, means, 
etc. -- of an event.  It may be used to convey an established fact or a fait accompli, but not 
for an event that is only in prospect . 

 
     but not:   
    
  ethnic Chinese with U.S. citizenship  
   to get pregnant (established fact) 
   (use " " pattern for event in prospect) 
 But not:   

  
  
  (second clause indicates an established fact) 
   
b. In this pattern, the " " may be understood and omitted, especially if the "enclosure" 

between the would-be " " and the " " is long.  This seems ironic because the word "
" conveys the idea of assertion whereas " " simply "brings up the rear."  But that's the 
way this crazy language works. 
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 Principal of a prep school to a concerned parent:  
  (established fact) 
 
  
 (Where would you insert the optional in the above two sentences?) 
 
c. When the VP of the sentence consists of a V-O, the " " part of the " " pattern may 

come either before or after the object. 
 
    
  
    
  
 Another alternative:   
  

10. Causative use of intransitive FV's or SV's:  This is quite idiomatic and colloquial, there are 
no equivalents in English.  Aside from -O, which is commonly used in everyday life, it is 
sufficient for students at the beginning and intermediate levels to learn this pattern for 
comprehension only.  

 
  (Subj.) FV/SV-O   
  (the FV/SV is normally not transitive, but in this causative pattern it takes on an object) 
 
      
 

   
to engage in group game  

   
   (Why is used at the end?)(colloquial)   
  Standard:  
 
11. Inverted subject with /  as the verb:  Like the last pattern, this one is also quite colloquial. 

 
    (causative pattern) 
  bad guy  
  (alternative: ) 
  
  
   
  Asian immigrants  


