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XV. CONJUNCTIONS, LINKING ADVERBS, AND SET PHRASES ( ) 
 
Chinese grammar beyond the basic level becomes the study of a special kind of vocabulary, 
which can be called "semanto-syntactic words" (  ji>eg]ouc>i).  So it is no longer the 
study of grammar per se.  If we compare the Chinese language with Tinkertoys, the 
"substantive" vocabulary are the round pieces, and the  are the stick pieces.  Both 
kinds of pieces are essential for creating a Tinkertoy form.  The most commonly used 

 have already been covered in first and second year courses.  As one moves into the 
post-basic level, especially in the reading of expository prose (where sentences become 
longer), the more sophisticated  are introduced.  But the number of  is 
finite, and their meanings and usages are readily found in dictionaries. 
 

 are conjunctions, pivotal words, and phrases that set the stage or background. They 
sometimes operate singly, but more often they operate in tandem - in "discontinuous frames."  
The different types of  are sometimes called or simply 

.  The term , literally "structure words," is just about as colorless as one can 
find, but it does have the virtue of being generic enough to catch all of the different types.  

In Chinese, they are sometimes called 虛詞 "empty words."  But these words are neither 
totally nor equally "empty"; they actually differ in degree of "emptiness," some of them in 
fact have quite a bit of substantive meaning.  In fact, it would be a gross mistake to think of 

the 虛詞's as unimportant, for their functional meaning is crucial to framing the relationship 
among the inter-related "substantive" parts of a linguistic unit. 
 
To be sure, there are  in English as well, but they are not nearly as abundant and 
diverse as in Chinese.  A distinguishing characteristic of many Chinese  is that they 
operate in two's and three's, such as " " (not to mention…, 
even…is…).  Such "discontinuous frames" are rare in English, therefore one must "think in 
Chinese" in order to have them flow out naturally.   
 
The mastery of  is in some ways easier than the mastery of basic grammar, because 
there is little interference from the student's native language.  But the student does need to 
acquire a "feel" ( ) for this category of vocabulary because most of them don't have 
ready-made mental grooves in the student's mind.  There is always a gap between what the 
student knows passively and what he can use actively.  This phenomenon is even more true 
of  than ordinary vocabulary.  When we express ourselves in a foreign language, 
we naturally think of the substantive elements first.  Inserting the  and using them 
appropriately takes extra effort, because the "linguistic grooves" for the  need to be 
"worn in" through practice. 
 
Use of a sophisticated vocabulary consisting of "substantive" words is one characteristic that 
marks the speech or writing of a well-educated Chinese; the other is the use of .  
Now a complaint against the use of sophisticated "substantive" vocabulary and  in 
classroom discussion that one sometimes hears from students and even some teachers is that 
it is artificial, that their Chinese friends and people on the street don't talk that way.  But 
then how many native English-speaking friends of yours and people on the streets of America 
do you hear speaking like graduate students at seminars, scholars at professional conferences, 
trade negotiators, and lawyers in court?  Moreover, if one wants to learn to write decent 
Chinese prose, an efficient way to go about it is to practice composing short passages 
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mentally (without writing it out) and expressing them orally.  
  

1.  that operate singly operate like movable adverbs for the most part.  Of the two 
positions where they may occur - at the very beginning of the sentence and after the subject - 
the former is preferred.  Here are some of the most commonly used single  (this list 
is by no means exhaustive): 

 
a)  (toward, vis-a-vis)  
  (concerning)  
          
  (as for)  
  (due to)  
       
      rely on  
 
b)  (after all)  
         
         
 
c)  (incredulous) (one of the more difficult ones to master):  
   or   
   
   
   acupuncture to be respected  
 /  (unavoidable, inevitable) (distinguish from ; synonymous with )  
   
   
  (no wonder, synonymous with )  
   
   
 
d)  (unless)  
  alone  
   
 Note: the " " clause can be either the first or second clause. 
 
 Often coupled with  
         ( )  
 
e)  (merely) (exceptional in its position at the end of a sentence)  
   
  slogan  
  
 Often used in tandem with  
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  income earnestly, seriously  
 

2.   that operate in tandem: 
 

a)  ( / ) ( )  (if…) 
   
   
 
 Oddly, this commonly used pattern is rarely covered in basic Chinese language textbooks.  

In colloquial  speech, " " is often used, with or without the /  part.  
In contrast, it is not used in  written form. 

 
b) /    (  is a coverb)  (even…)    
  
   

    stinky (fermented) tofu  
  or  
  but not:     nor   

   
   to be hooked on drugs  
 

Note that the object of the coverb  may be notionally either the subject (second 
example) or object (third example) of the sentence.  But in both cases, the coverbial 
phrase -object always precedes the adverb / , which precedes the main verb. 
 

c)      (even if…, …; even if it's…, …) 
 
  
 but not:   

  
 (not as common as the preceding) 
  (  in the above sentence is actually + , with the two 's merged into one) 

  
 but not:   

   
  but not:   
 
Common pitfall:  Notionally, the " / " and " " patterns 
above are similar, but  is a coverb meaning "even" and  is a conjunction meaning 
"even if."  The object of the coverb  must be a noun phrase of some sort (including 
nominalized verbs).   introduces a subordinate clause in a two-clause sentence.  
Sometimes, native English speakers even get "even though" ( ) mixed up with "even" ( ) 
and "even if" ( ).  Like most pitfalls, this one can be averted by "thinking in Chinese." 
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" " is a synonymous - but slightly more formal - version of " ": 
  
 coastal  
 
d)  /  (not only…also…)   
  (not only…moreover…)(these two patterns are synonymous) 
  generation gap discrepancy  
      
 
  (not only…on the contrary…) 
  tutor  
   
   apologize forgive  
 
e)  (as soon as…):  
   
       
 
f)  (as soon as…only then…):   
   

  着 Rolex  

   swim counterfeit  
 
g) /  (although…but…)  
   
 
h) ( ) ( ) ( )  (aside from…, … ) 
   
  to adopt  
 
i)  /  (seems to be…, but/actually…) 
   
    to think independently  
  
  (don't be mistaken that…, actually…) 
   
    to nurture  meaningful  
 
j)   (seems to be…)  
  ( )  not so  
 
k)  (first…then…)  
  to consider  
 
l)  / , /  (granted…, but…) 
 SV /  SV,    (granted…, but…) 
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The second pattern above is simply a particular version of the first one.  Both patterns 
make a concession in the first clause, but return with a counter argument in the second 
clause.  There is a slight difference in nuance between  and  in the first clause.  

 implies that the speaker is conceding to a fact that runs counter to either his 
previous view or a commonly accepted view. 

  
   maintain life  
  quality of life  
   
   Confucianism  
  convince  
  
   value  
 
m) A  A B  B   (there are those who…, then there are those who…)  
  
   
   
   indulge in alcoholism  
  
   
 
n)   (it's one or the other; if it's not…, then it's…) 
   
   
 
o)  (if it weren't for…, …)(distinguish from " " above) 
  (fortunately…, otherwise…) 
  

These two patterns are similar in that they convey a turn in the outcome of an event due 
to an intervention.  The difference between the two is that the first pattern may be used 
with a positive or a negative outcome, whereas the second pattern is used only with a 
positive outcome (i.e. the intervention averted a negative outcome, and saved the 
situation from unfolding into a major or minor disaster). 

 
  quit school  
   
   
   odd job  
   
  (actual outcome is negative) 
  but not:   
 
p)  (not to mention…, even…is…)  
   
  (note:  ordering of the latter two phrases is the reverse from English) 
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q)  (only by…can…) (necessary condition for a certain outcome) 
  IUP to apply  

  
  

 
   (have no choice but…)  

  
  funds  
 
r)  (never do something)     (have never done something) 
  to discipline  
   
     
 
s) ( )  (no matter…or…, in any case…) 
  stubborn  
   
   to lighten  
 

3. Set phrases -- the majority of which are four-character phrases -- constitute a very rich part of 
the Chinese language.  The speech of all well-educated native Chinese is spiced with a 
goodly dose of them.  So this is another hallmark of a near-native speaker of Chinese.  Set 
phrases can be subdivided into  (proverbs),  (set phrases), and  
(customary sayings or idioms).  It is difficult to clearly distinguish among these types, and 
even native Chinese do not agree on the definition of each.  From the point of view of a 
student of the Chinese language, it suffices to know that it is important to master the 
commonly used four-character phrases, for they are pithy sayings that are semantically 
fully-packed, expressive, eloquent, and powerful.  Phonetically, the four-syllable rhythm 
also adds "punch" and imparts a nice "ring," so that even names of Chinese dishes tend to be 
in four-character phrases.  You have no doubt already encountered many four-character 
phrases in basic Chinese and in whatever textbook you are studying currently.  When 
studying the vocabulary list in each lesson, pay special attention to these phrases.  When 
you have finished studying a book, review the vocabulary in the Vocabulary Index, and again 
pay special attention to these four-character phrases. 

 
 To make it easier for you to comprehend and remember set phrases, take note of the 

following characteristics. Getting a grasp on the first three characteristics, coupled with 
knowledge of classical Chinese, allows one to make intelligent guesses about a lot of set 
phrases, or at least makes it much easier to remember them. 
 
a)  Literary words are often used in lieu of their modern vernacular counterparts, e.g.  

for  , for ,  for , etc.  Since set phrases are widely used in the modern 
vernacular, knowing some classical Chinese is very useful for mastering this aspect of 
modern Chinese. 

 
               
 
b)  Constituent words tend to be used in their classical meanings, so a familiar word may 
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actually be used in an unfamiliar way.  
 
         
          
 
c) Grammatically, four-character phrases can often be parsed into 2-2, with parallelisms in 

the structure, e.g. V-O V-O, subj-predicate subj-predicate, adv-V adv-V. 
 
                    
                
 
d)  Many 's have historical allusions, and each has a story behind it.  They are 

comparable to "Achilles' heel" or "Trojan horse" in English.  It is well-nigh impossible 
to guess at their meanings; one simply must know the stories behind them.  But these 
also tend to be the most fun to learn, and are most unforgettable.  Here are some of the 
most common ones: 

 
            


