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The Development of Successive Conjunctions of Chinese

SUN Yong-fang
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The paper explored the development of successive conjunctions from Archaic Chinese to Contemporary Chinese
from a macroscopic perspective. Data statistics and diachronic study method were adopted in this paper, and the
results indicated that a quantity of new successive conjunctions have been produced both in Archaic Chinese and
Mid-ancient Chinese, and at the same time a very large proportion of the old successive conjunctions were
superseded by the new. Those which appeared in very few types of corpus and have low frequency of use are more
likely to be eliminated. In Contemporary Chinese, the successive conjunction system tends to be stable and concise.
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Successive conjunctions are grammatical units that connect words, phrases, and sentences, expressing
succession in time or matter. It is an important category of Chinese functional words. So far, scholars have
done a lot of important research in this field; however, systematic and macroscopic research on the
development of successive conjunctions has not been done yet. Therefore, on the basis of achievements
conducted by preceding scholars, this paper will try to comb the system of Chinese successive conjunctions
comprehensively, and explore the evolution process, rules, and mechanisms.

The System of Chinese Successive Conjunction

Successive Conjunction System in Archaic Chinese

The quantity of successive conjunctions in Archaic Chinese is quite large. Based on the research of Guan
(1981), Li (2003), Yang (2003), and Zhang (2001) on grammar of oracle bone inscriptions and bronze
inscriptions, and by referring to 12 kinds of literature handed on from ancient times, including /7% (Zhouyi),
S 7% (Jin Wen Shang Shu), 4% (Guo Yu), #7452 (Sun Tzu’s Art of War), 474 (Zuo Zhuan), 2
7 (Mozi), 47 (Mencius), #/7 (Xunzi), A /CZ# (Lv Shi Chun Qiu), &7 (Shi Ji), Z# %% (Chun
Qiu Fan Lu), and J#45 7 (Huainanzi), we conclude that the total amount of successive conjunctions in
Archaic Chinese is about 76.

Among them, only one was first seen in oracle bone inscription and about 16 were first seen in bronze
inscriptions. They are: /F (zha), #ik (zhi), ¥ (nai), ZF (nai zha), SE (yuan), %t (yan), % (yuan),
(gi), /5 (nai), W (ze), H (yong), LA (yi), (yin), 1 (er), % (an),and % (sui).

The number of successive conjunctions first seen in the handed down documents of the Pre-Qin period is
about 42. They are: #7 (ruo), A (wei), 7 (si), &J5 (pi nai), &N (pi ze), #& (ran), Wi (ru), W (shi),
J& (shi), &t (si), MERS (weishi), H (yong), 2% (zi), %% (yue zi), 1fi)5 (er hou), #XJ5 (ran hou), #RI
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(ran ze), 1MiE (er sui), X (er you), BRI (ji er), /34~ MMi)5 (er jin nai hou), &T (zhiyu), % (an), %5
(yan), BI (ji), )5 (er hou), MZ (ze an), W% (ze an), Bt (yue qi), B (jue), #% (an), J4iF (nai
sui), 2 (zhi), B (zi), I (yi), 22 (zi gu), ¥ (jiang), ff (xian), B (sui), T-7& (yu shi), i1 (you),
and i (gai).

Six successive conjunctions were first seen in Qin-Chu bamboo slips: # (zhe), A (yu), H. (gie), X1
(raner), /i (&) (yong), and XM (yin er).

Twelve successive conjunctions were first seen in the Western Han Dynasty: 1fi (yi er), J5 i (hou er),
FJ& 7Y (yushinai), 1M/5 (er nai), & (zhi), & (iqgi), K& (ji zhi), /5% (nai zhi), &XFE K (ji zhi fu),
J5%F (nai zhiyu), HK (gie fu), %, and # K (ruo fu).

Successive Conjunction System in Mid-ancient Chinese

In order to build a more comprehensive successive conjunction system of Mid-ancient Chinese, we
selected 13 corpuses for investigation; they are local documents such as: 727 (Lun Heng), A -/*Z (Tai Ping
Jing), E7% (Zhen Gao), 44+ 74 k3 (Baopuzi (inner part)), 724/ #r% (Shi Shuo Xin Yu), #2777 (Sou
Shen Ji), /77K 7% (Hou Han Shu), “A77 (Song Shu), #77 (Liang Shu), and 257/ (Yan Shi Jia Xun);
and Buddhist Sutras translated into Chinese from Eastern Han Dynasty, Wei-Jin-Southern, and Northern
Dynasties respectively, and translation classics of Buddhist scripture (4<Z%35).

According to the 13 kinds of corpus surveyed in this paper, about 103 successive conjunctions were used
in Mid-ancient Chinese, of which 26 were produced in Archaic Chinese: /7 (nai), W (ze), LA (yi), (yin),
M (er), 8)5 (ran hou), B (ji), T2 (yushi), ZF (sui), £ (zhiyu), i (yiner), 1MJ5 (er hou), 1M
Jh (er nai), Hl (zhe), & (zhi), K& (i), @0 (ru), #K% (ruo fu), 2R (ran ze), H (zi), #F (ruo), H. (qgie),
SR (ran), Bk (ji), 1M)5 (er hou), and 2 (zhi).

New-born successive conjunctions in the Mid-ancient Chinese period is about 77, including 34 newly
produced in the local documents: [Xi% (yin sui), %LL (sui yi), WK (ze fu), {f (bian), ZF& (sui fu),
& (yin fu), JiJ5 (nai hou), & (hui), BRILL (yin yi), J5H (nai gie), XX (you fu), KIfE (yin neng), H.
2 (qgie fu), J5LA (naiyi), /5F (naiyu), J51fi (naier), Z1 (que), X H. (you gie), BN (ji ze), NIZE (ze
sui), ML (ze yi), BEIM (sui er), B (zhe fu), J5H (nai zi), ZFRI (sui ji), {2 (bian sui), {#J} (bian
nai), J3R[ (naiji), 22J% (zhinai), 5 (geng), B (ji geng), M LA (jiyi), &K (zhifu),and ST (ji yu).

The remaining 43 were first seen in Buddhist Sutras translated into Chinese in Mid-ancient period: /R /%
(er nai), #/5 (ruo nai), {45 (bian fu), BI{E (ji bian), fEH (bian zi), BIK (i fu), T2 (yu shi bian),
FI21E (yu shi sui), P (bian ji), /K (bian er), ZFf# (sui bian), 4 (fang bian), B H (i zi),
(xun), FBI (xun ji), <& (xun bian), < H (xun zi), 22U (zhi ru), £# (zhi ruo), W (ruo ru), I
(ji xun), JH{#E (nai bian), %5 (sui xun), -1 (xuner), LLH (yiyong), K (yin ze), IH (yin zi), H
H (yong zi), #{f (zhe bian), BRI (zhe ji), BLH (zhe zi), 15 (reng), 1M H (er zi), BEH (neng zi), A1
(you er), TMifE (er bian), Z/K (suier), i%/J5 (suinai), KME (yin bian), /K (yiner), REP (yin ji), W
(ze bian), and #f# (ruo bian).

Successive Conjunction System in Modern Chinese

From Tang and Song Dynasties to Ming and Qing Dynasties, the time span of Modern Chinese is more
than 1,000 years. Therefore, we selected 29 representative corpuses to study the successive conjunctions in this
period, they are: /%75 (Chen Shu), A/Z 7744 (Great Tang Records on the Western Regions), 244 &
(Dun Huang Bianwen), ~#7#54% (Liu Zu Tan Jing), #7474 (Zu Tang Ji), =72 /£47 1% (Jingde Chuan
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Deng Quotation), #4#£ %7 (He Lin Yu Lu), —/#7Z#%s® (Er Cheng Quotation), 4 7 7#2544m% (Excerption
of Zhuzi Quotation), # Z\7AE#/ % (Ming Gong Shu Pan Qing Ming Ji), Az7# 4 (Script for Story
Telling of Song and Yuan Dynasty), #4777 7# (Five Kinds of Quan Xiang Pinghua), 7z # % (Laws and
Regulations of Yuan Dynasty), /74777 (Xi Xiang Ji), #4i71C- 774 (Newly Compiled Five Dynasties
History Pinghua), #7 /27 744/ (Newly Proofreaded Yuan-Dynasty Zaju Plays), &K 7%/ (Guan
Hanging Zaju), #1577 (Er Ke Pai’an Jing Qi), Z¥#/fZ (Xing Shi Yan), /{4 5 (Xing Shi Heng
Yan), AE#44/% (Xing Shi Yin Yuan Zhuan), /- —#F (Shi Er Lou), /4 # (Jin Ping Mei), 1%
(Water Margin), Z7#%F (The Dream of Red Mansion), 7#7#A4/% (The Scholars), — /-4 HIZ < EEHIRX
(The Weird Situation Witnessed in The Past 20 Years), /L & #/f{% (The Heroic Biography of Sons and
Daughters), and #7£%¢ (Jing Hua Yuan).

According to the 29 kinds of Modern Chinese literature referenced in this paper, the total number of
successive conjunctions in Modern Chinese is 76, less than that in Mid-ancient times. Among them, 24 were
inherited from Archaic Chinese: 1] (ze), (yin), 1 (er), #&J5 (ran hou), T-/& (yu shi), J3 (nai), PA
(yi), M) (er hou), iZF (sui), T (zhi yu), R0 (ran ze), #7 (ruo), X (ran), #Rif (ran er), K (yin
er), BI (ji), Bl (zhe), & (zhi), K& (ji zhi), # K (ruo fu), S (ji), % (yuan), 41 (ru), i (yi er);
and 18 were inherited from Mid-ancient Chinese: {# (bian), 21 (zhi ru), K% (yin sui), 4775 (ruo nai),
%)Y (sui nai), fERI (ji bian), ZEH (sui ji), &K (i fu), &4 (zhi ruo), 7KJY (er nai), & (sui fu), 1M
i (er bian), KB (yinji), 22J% (zhinai), #1 (que), B (ji bian), T-/&i%F (yu shisui), and NLL (ze yi).

Besides the 42 successive conjunctions inherited from Archaic and Mid-ancient Chinese, 34 are newly
produced in Modern Chinese. They are: £°F- (zhi hu), /& (bian shi), &/5 (shinai), 20 (shize), #7/}
(sinai), A (ruo qi), 1MfE (er bian), BPif (jier), ZREE (yiji), WJ& (ze shi), K (fu), Hk4h (ciwai), Lt
% (bi zhi), BESR (jiran), BESE (ji shi), M (conger), — (yier), /% (ji dao), &% (zhi dao), tt it
(bi ji), BEJS (sui hou), A4 (na me), i (hou), ¥XJ5 (ci hou), % (jie zhe), FF (na), A4 (na me
shuo), I4% (na me zhe), HJ WL (ke jian), W (zu jian), #t (jiu), J5>K (hou lai), ¥R#% (gen zhe), and
F7&°F (yu shi hu).

Successive Conjunction System in Contemporary Chinese

The successive conjunction system in Contemporary Chinese has a significant reduction in quantity. We
referred to works on Modern Chinese grammar of Deng (1983), Zhang (2000), and Zhou (2005), and found that
the total number of successive conjunctions in Contemporary Chinese is about 14. They are: & (jiu), &
(bian), F7& (yu shi), JGk (hou lai), % (jie zhe), K% (sui zhe), ER# (gen zhe), MM (cong er), #%
1M (zhuaner), TiJi (er hou), #XJ5 (ran hou), 2T (zhiyu), 7] I (ke jian), and F&°F (yu shi hu).

The Characteristics of the Development of Chinese Successive Conjunctions

The Process of Continuous Growth and Decline

From about 76 successive conjunctions in Archaic Chinese to about 14 in Contemporary Chinese, it is not
a simple process of continuous deletion, but a process of constantly producing new words and eliminating old
ones. Take Mid-ancient Chinese as an example. From Table 1 we can see that of the 103 successive
conjunctions in Mid-ancient Chinese, 74.8% of which are new words, and just 26 (25.2%) of them were
inherited from ancient Chinese, which means that 65.8% successive conjunctions born in Archaic Chinese were
eliminated in Mid-ancient period.
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Table 1
Source Composition of Successive Conjunctions in Different Periods
. Source Total From Archaic Chinese % Frqm Mid-ancient % Frqm Modern %
Period Chinese Chinese
Archaic Chinese 76 76 100%
Mid-ancient Chinese 103 26 25.2% 17 74.8%
Modern Chinese 76 24 31.6% 18 23.7% 34 44.7%

From Monosyllable to Disyllable

In oracle bone inscription and bronze inscription, monosyllabic successive conjunctions occupied an
absolute predominance. However, the number of disyllabic successive conjunctions has increased significantly
in the Pre-Qin handed down literature. After the Western Han Dynasty, the number of new disyllabic
successive conjunctions was much higher than that of new monosyllabic successive conjunctions, as can be
seen Table 2. Many scholars believe that Chinese vocabulary has experienced the evolution from monosyllable
to polysyllable, as Yin, Long, and Zhao (2016, p. 10) pointed out that monosyllabic words are the main form of
word formation before the third century, and the trend of polysyllabic words has begun; in Mid-ancient Chinese,
compound word formation gradually developed as the main form of word formation, and polysyllabic words
increased substantially.

Table 2

Syllable Situation of New Successive Conjunctions in Different Periods

Period Syllable Total Monosyllabic % Disyllable % Polysyllabic %
Oracle Bone and Bronze Inscriptions 16 15 93.8% 1 6.2% O 0
Pre-Qin Handed-Down Documents 48 27 56.3% 20 41.7% 1 2%
Western Han Dynasty 12 1 8.3% 8 66.7% 3 25%
Mid-ancient Chinese 77 6 7.8% 69 89.6% 2 2.6%
Modern Chinese 34 4 11.8% 28 82.4% 2 5.8%

Increased Frequency of Use

Compared with oracle bone inscriptions, the number of successive conjunctions in bronze inscriptions of
Zhou Dynasty increased, but the frequency of use was still low. Guan (1981, p. 190) inspected 208 important
bronze inscriptions of the Western Zhou Dynasty, found 160 use cases of H} (yong), and the use cases of other
successive conjunctions ranged from 1 to 7 (with a total of 26). Compared with the corpuses before the Warring
States Period, both the number and the frequency of use of successive conjunctions increased greatly after that,
as can be seen from Figure 1:
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Figure 1. The development tendency of Chinese successive conjunctions in some important corpuses (from Zhou
Dynasty to Wei-Jin Period).
The Commonly Used Successive Conjunctions Are Relatively Stable

The total amount of successive conjunctions in ancient Chinese is large, but status of their use is different.
We judge whether a word is commonly used by two criteria: the type of documents it appears and its frequency
of use. We found that the types of corpus used of many successive conjunctions are limited, and the commonly
used successive conjunctions have strong stability.

According to statistics, only seven words appeared in more than half of the corpuses examined in this
paper in Archaic Chinese, and 11 in Mid-ancient Chinese, five in Modern Chinese. The most commonly used
successive conjunctions from Archaic Chinese to Modern Chinese are: ] (ze), /5 (nai), 1% (sui), 1M (er),
PL (yi), and #XJ5 (ran hou). Besides, their frequency of use as successive conjunctions is much higher than
others. For example, the analysis of Yin’s study (2008) showed that there are 14 successive conjunctions in /4
FCZ# (Lv Shi Chun Qiu), and the total use cases of successive conjunctions is 3,100. However, among them,
1M (er) has 1,219 cases, UL (yi) 414, and ] (ze) 267, the total use cases of these three words accounting for
61.2% of the total use successive conjunctions in /4 /GZ# (Lv Shi Chun Qiu).

Conclusion

Wang (2005, p. 144) mentioned that the main successive conjunctions in ancient times were Il (ze) and
1fj (er), and the Chinese successive conjunctions listed by Ota (2003, pp. 296-298) are: i (jiu), fii/5 (si
hou), T-7& (yu shi), #8J5 (ran hou), X7~ (zhe cai), and #-4 (na me). However, as mentioned above, the
successive conjunctions in Chinese history are far more than those listed above.

In the development process of Chinese successive conjunctions, some words produced in Archaic Chinese
but were not among the most commonly used may flourished in the Mid-ancient Ages, such as (yin) and
F& (yu shi); in comparison, some words that commonly used in the Archaic Chinese may be weakened
gradually, such as #XIlJ (ran ze); some words may be flourished in just one period but were not commonly
used in other periods, like HI (ji) and %% (sui fu); they flourished in the Mid-ancient Ages only.

Uncommonly used successive conjunctions may become commonly used, but more often, they will be
eliminated. What makes them different? According to our survey, it is decided by whether they are widely used
or not and the frequency of their use. Words with many kinds of corpus and relatively high frequency will exist
steadily and remain in the next period. The successive conjunctions appeared in more than five corpuses in the
Archaic Chinese will be retained in 100% of the Mid-ancient Chinese and Modern Chinese. However, 90% of
the successive conjunctions appeared in only one corpus investigated in this paper will be eliminated.
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Obviously, there is a significant positive relationship between the variety of corpus a word appears and whether
the word is retained in future generations.

References

Deng, F. N. (1983). X% i%%#74 (New edition of Chinese grammar). Changsha: Hunan Education Press.

Guan, X. C. (1981). 77/ X 272477 (A study on the grammar of Jinwen in Western Zhou Dynasty). Beijing: Business Press.

Li, X. (2003). &4t f 72 &77 (Oracle grammar of Yin Ruins). Xi’an: Shanxi Normal University Press.

Ota, T. (2003). #7/# 1%/ % X 7% (Chinese historical grammar). Beijing: Peking University Press.

Wang, L. (2005). /Xz4 %2 % (History of Chinese grammar). Beijing: Business Press.

Yang, F. B. (2003). G4 1A Z# 1728075 (A study on the parts of speech of the Oracle Bone Inscriptions in Yin Ruins).
Guangzhou: Huacheng Press.

Yin, G. G. (2008). (/4 [C&E#) #2567 (A study of the parts of speech in Lv Shi Chun Qiu). Beijing: Business Press.

Yin, G. G, Long, G. F., & Zhao, T. (2016). X% &2 #% (4 —/%) (Outline of Chinese language history) (2nd ed.). Beijing:
Renmin University Press.

Zhang, Y. S. (2000). #Z/C/X 1% k77 (Functional words in Modern Chinese). Shanghai: East China Normal University Press.

Zhang, Y. J. (2001). 44 X%+ (Oracle grammar). Shanghai: Xuelin Press.

Zhou, G. (2005). BE/CK &2 77 #F% (Multidimensional study of Modern Chinese). Chengdu: Bashu Press.



