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Negation is a ubiquitous phenomenon in all languages. In Chinese, there are a good number of such negative
expressions as “féi (3F)”, “bu ()7, “méi (3&)”, “mo (F£)”, “bié (Hl)”, “wei (R)”, “wi (FB)”, “wu (Z)”, “fido
#)”, “béng (7)”, “fou ()", and “miin (%) as well as phrases with one of them. This paper is intended to
explore the application of negation in Chinese in two ways: (1) People express positive meanings with negative
words or phrases; (2) People express negative meanings with positive words or phrases. The linguistic data
employed in this paper come from real life, microblogs, variety shows, short videos, and some héobu expressions

from three of China’s four classic novels.
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1. Introduction

Currently, more and more scholars are doing researches on Chinese negative words and phrases, especially
“bushi” and “méiyou”. However, as far as the Chinese language is concerned, there are quite a number of
expressions of negation in it, such as “féi (3F)”, “bu (A)”, “méi (3%)”, “mo (3£)”, “bié (4))”, “wei ()7, “wi
), “wu (7)), “fiao (), “béng (75)”, “fou (¥5)”, and “midn (%42)” as well as phrases like “bushi (/> /&)”,
“méiydu (3%F)”, “bukui (FMR)”, “bugin (ANER)”, biéti (Al#R)”, “hdobu (4FA%)”, and “bufang ().
Predecessors have done much research on “bushi” and “méiyou”. Most expressions with negative words and
phrases imply negation, i.e., “bu (43)” or “méi (¥%)”. However, there are exceptions. This paper will focus on
the phenomenon that people express positive meanings with negative words or phrases, the phenomenon that
people express negative meanings with positive words or phrases, and how hdobu (4 4) is used in three of
China’s Four Great Classic Novels, but it is not found in A Dream in Red Mansions (also known as The Story
of the Stone).

II. Literature Review

Scholars in academic circles have paid much attention to the analysis of “bu (shi)” and “méi (you) ”. Ll

(1999, p. 18) classifies “bu” and “méi (you)” into negative adverbs, discussing negation expressions made up of
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“pbu” and “méi (you)” in detail in the book of Eight Hundred Chinese Modern Characters (Revised and
Enlarged Edition) (1999). Xie (2011) combs the predecessors’ researches and describes the semantic and
pragmatic differences between “bu” and “méi” based on the different types of errors in the process of learning
“pbu” and “méiyou” by foreign students in the International Culture Exchange School of Fudan University. Ran
(2015) declares that the metapragmatic negation expression of “bushi+ (S) + V + (NP)” helps to reduce or
lessen the negative illocutionary forces or unwelcome effects of what follows in interpersonal interaction. Wu
and Zhou (2020) assert that the expression of “ASi&-+-M (bushi...m4)?” is not only face-saving for the
recipient but also less risky for the speaker and thus supportive of the social solidarity between two
interlocutors in their paper “Addressing information discrepancies in conversation: bushi...ma?—interrogatives
as account solicitations in Mandarin Chinese.” Zhan et al. (2021) argue that the right-periphery pragmatic
marker “bushi” originates from the use of the negative adjective “bushi” in a clause-final position as a
rhetorical question tag while the left-periphery pragmatic marker “bushi” originates from the negative adjective
“bushi” used as a negative response to the previous speaker’s question or statement. In her master’s thesis,
Study on the Acquisition Errors of the Negative Adverbs “Bu” and “Méi” by Thai Foreign Students, Alissa
(2021) claims that negative adverbs “bu” and “méi” are frequently used in written expression and daily
communication, but Thai students often make different types of errors in practical use. She points out that “bu”
and “méi” are similar in some aspects, but different in semantic and pragmatic aspects. In her paper, “A Study
of the Semantic Equivalence of Common Negative Words and Phrases in Korean and Chinese from the
Perspective of Korean Learners”, He (2021) maintains that negative meanings in Chinese are mostly expressed
with negative words “bu” and “méi” and the differences between them are mainly on the tenses of sentences. In
“A Study of the Aspect Restriction and the Derivation of ‘b’ and ‘Méi’ in Chinese,” Liu and Li (2021)
contend that the syntactic generation of “bu” and “méi” is not related to the aspect restriction. They also
maintain that the superficial difference in the phonological realization of the negative word is determined by the

interpretive mechanism.

I11. Main Body

Negative Words and Phrases for Positive Meanings.

Negation expression “bushi + (S) + V + (NP)” does not mean the speaker is committed to not performing
the speech act of criticizing and the like, nor is the speaker committed to the truth of what is said (Ran, 2015, p.
192). For example, the sentence that “biishi women kanbushang ta, ta quéshi zuode budidao” (AR FRATEA L
ftr, A SEA S AN HiIE ) means that not that we look down upon him, but that he did do the thing in the wrong
way. Here “buishi” doesn’t perform negation. Negative words and phrases don’t always mean negation. There
are many such negation expressions which don’t perform negation.

(1) “hdobu (4FA)” + adjective.

“haobu rénao (4 A~F#4fi)” means “hdo rénao (very hilarious). To some extent, the former is more vivid
than the latter and used more often. That “zh¢ bu dianying hdobu ganrén” (X #BHLFZ 4F A8 N ) means that the

movie is so touching. “hdobu sdoxing de yi tian” (4f A% )—K) means “a very disappointing day”.
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However, when “hiobu (£F4) + adjective” is used to modify verbs, it usually indicates negation. That
“hdobu rongyi aiguo zheé yi tian” (IF A 7 #Rid1X—K) means it’s not easy at all to get through this day.
“hao” here is used to emphasize “bu rongyi”, so “bu” indicates negation, meaning not.

(2) Something or somebody is “lidobudé ( | A7F)”.

“liaobudé” means excellent or terrific although with “bu” in it. That “zhé ming yundongyuan lidobudé”
(X #3183 1 T AN19) means that this sports player is really outstanding.

(3) Adjective/adverb + “budélido (15 1)

“jintian réde budélido (5 R#453 115 1) means that it is such a dog day today.

“budélisio (75 1) can also be used alone, similar to “lidobudé ( 7 A~ £5)”.

(4) Somebody/something + “lidobuqi ( 7 ANiL)”.

“lidobuqi” means really great. However, if “lidobuqi” collocates with “a () or “ma (") with a rising
tone, “liaobuqi a” often annotates the implied meaning that there is nothing great. For instance, “xuéxi hao jiu
lizobuqi ma?” (2% UF T8t ¥ AN ? ). 1t actually carries a negative meaning to question the view that if
somebody studies very well, he or she is simply great.

(5) “béngti (FFFHE)” + “dud(£)” + adjective.

gongzuo le yT zhéng tian, béngti dud 1¢i le (LA T —#RAIEZ R ). (After a whole day of work, I am
really tired out.)

“béngshud (FFt)” is similar with “béngti”. However, they are used in different situations. “béngshud” is
usually followed by “le (1) and “y& bu (124)” or “méiydu (% H)”. “béngshud” +something/somebody + le,
another sentence with le, somebody “y& bu (t443) +verb”. “béng shud ni le, tian wang 130 zi y& bu xing”. (5 1jt
R, REZTHAIT). Here, “béngshud” means that nobody can change the situation, let alone you.

(6) “bushi (ANE)” +verb.

“blshi mido yI yin ta (ANEFA— AR i) or “bushi mido ta y1 yan (AR HE L —HAR).” “bashi ()’ means
from time to time or occasionally, similar to “shibushi (B A~H])”. For example, “Xido Wéng bushi mido ta y1i
yan (BB it —HR ) means that Xido Wang cast a glance at her from time to time.

7) “hénbudé (TRA75)” + (somebody/something) + verb

Its literal meaning is that I hate it that I can’t, but it actually implies that I am looking forward to doing
something with great eagerness.

There are similar expressions such as “babudé (E24%3)” and “hénbunéng (1R ANGE)”, which perform more
or less the same function.

(8) “hébu (fifA8)” + verb + question tag

“hébu (i £3)” + verb + question tag is why not in English.

“hé bu gan cui fang xia? (fffATHEHC T ? )” It means “why not just let it go ?”” Maybe the speaker wants
to point out that only when you really let go of it can you live a happy life.

A similar negative expression is “ydu hé bu k& (7 i ANA).” For instance, “yT rén gud you hé bu k& (— A
LA MAT]?)” is a typical sentence a person who prefers to remain single may use, meaning “Why not just
live all by yoursel{?”

(9) “Ni btthui xiangxin (fRAAH(E)” + clause
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When somebody says “Ni buhui xiangxin”, it actually means that he/she knows that you will believe
something. A girl school student says to her mother, “Ni buhui xiangxin, wo zhé ci kiio le y1 bii fen (RN AH
{5, FRIXIXZFE T —H5r. ~ The girl is sure that her mother will believe her and that she just wants to show
she is surprised and her mother will also be surprised that her daughter hasn’t got full marks.

(1) “wd +shénme-+dou+buhui+shud (Feft4 #AL )

Though it seemingly means the speaker won’t say anything, it implies that the speaker knows something
the audience want to know. In a short video, an ingenious girl gets annoyed by her father, and says deliberately
when her mother walks by, “w0 +shénme+dou+buhui+shud.” Her mother instantly acquires her implied
meaning that she knows something about her father that he doesn’t want her mother to know. Then, the girl
succeeds in having her father criticized while her father can’t find her fault in this case. But, literally, the
structure of “wo + shénme + dou + buhui + zuo (F A4 #EA 2 i) only means that “I won’t do anything.”

2) “wd + juéding + buzud + noun + le. (FIREAL... T)”

A girl announces, “wd juéding buzuo zhanil le (FHRE A2 7). 1t indicates that she has made up
her mind to stop being a girl who is just leading a debauched life, suggesting that she is a bad girl for the time
being. “le” here brings out the crucial point, revealing the present state of the speaker.

A similar structure of “w0 + buyao +verb phrase+le” manifests what the speaker is doing now. For
example, “wo + buydo ying hua le. (FRAZFEIE 1) demonstrates that the speaker is growing some flowers at

that time.

Positive Words and Phrases for Negative Meanings.

Negative words and phrases do not necessarily perform negation, and positive words and phrases don’t
always express affirmation. In certain contexts, positive words and phrases indicate negative meaning.

(1) Verb + le + maoxian”, “gui”, “chuizi”,“niao”, “qiu”, “chanchan”.

2019 was a tough year. Economic crisis came along with coronavirus, so many didn’t make money in that
year. They teased about their income in the year, “zhuanle gé maoxian (W 1 /N E%k)”, “zhuanle gé gui (M 1
NU)”, zhuanle gé chuizi (W 1 /MET)”, “zhuanle gé nido (7 1~%)” and “zhuanle g& qit (M 7 NEK)”,
which all mean nothing without a single negative word in them here, though “méaoxian”, “gui”, “chuizi”, “gui”,
“nido”, and “qit” literally mean “wool”, “ghost”, “hammer”, “bird”, and “ball” respectively. In real life, all the
above terms indicate practically nothing.

(2) Verb + le + gé + jimo (1 ).

“Verb + le + gé + jim0” has similar meanings to the above-mentioned expressions, like “déng le gé jimo”
(Z5 TAVELEL), “chi le gé jimo” ("2 T MELEE), and “kan le gé jimo” (& T M %). The literary meaning of
“jim0” is lonely. But in this structure, it simply means nothing. However, it is a better way for people to receive
disappointments.

(3) “gui zhidao (F%1IE) + clause” means nobody knows + clause.

It is the counterpart of a western saying, “God knows.” In 2016, Fu Yuanhui finished third in 58.95
seconds to qualify for the women’s 100-meter backstroke final. When asked what she thought of the case, she
said excitedly, “gui zhidao wo jingli le shénme”. (RAEFK LT T 14)

(4) “déng + something + verb + le + zaishuo ba (Z5++ 1 F1IE)
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It means I am not sure that something will happen. When asked what she would do if she played against
ITO Mima, the Japanese pingpong player who with Mizutani Jun defeated Xu Xin and Liu Shiwen, Chen Meng
brushed it aside, saying, “déng ta jinle juésai zai shud ba (bt 7 R FEFULIE).” Here, Chen Meng didn’t
answer the question directly but said so, suggesting that she didn’t think that it would be easy for ITO Mima to
make it into the final.

A boy says to his parents, “If I score 100 in the exam, buy me a toy.” If his parents say yes directly, it
indicates that they have confidence in him. But if his parents say, “déng ni kao dao yi bai fén zaishud ba”, it
indicates that they don’t don’t think that it would be easy for him to get full marks.

(5) “ragud + verb + hui + géng hio. (U1 & -+ 2 4F)”

When somebody says that something will go better if you do it in that way, he/she wants to tell that he/she
is not satisfied with the way you do it and he/she wants you to follow his/her opinions. It is a better and wiser
way to deny someone’s proposal and achieve the speaker’s goal.

(6) When people say something that they know that everybody knows it is a lie, usually it implies that they
try to express negation with positive words or phrases, and vice versa.

This saying spreads on the Internet that what moves me most at the Olympic Games is not those athletes
who doesn’t win medals but still keep striving, but those juries who go blind in both eyes but still keep working.
Those juries don’t go blind. People say they go blind which is opposite the truth to deliver the message that
they don’t believe in those judges who pretend to be blind when the games are not unfair to Chinese players.
They let Japanese gymnast HASHIMOTO Daiki win the gold medal even if he jumped out of the bound. They
ignored the situation that a Japanese swimmer swam over a Chinese competitor. People express their distrust by

saying things that are obviously wrong.

IV. Conclusion

Chinese negation expressions are an important part of Chinese language and culture, and a difficult one for
there are so many negative words and phrases, especially when they are used in classic works. Thus, it’s
necessary for people to master the application of negation expressions in Chinese. People need to know not
only the literary meaning of negation expressions but also the implications. Normally, negative words and
phrases perform negation, while positive ones, affirmation. But in certain contexts, they deliver the opposite
meanings. To obtain the true meanings of utterance, people must pay attention to the speakers’ tone, the context
and particular expressions. This paper concludes 11 structure negative words and phrases expressing
affirmation and 6 structures of positive words and phrases expressing negation, based on the conversations in
the real life, variety shows, dialogues in short videos and reviews and writings on the Internet. Moreover, some
examples about hdobu in three of China’s four classic novels are stated in the paper. Still, they are beyond the
full content of negation expressions due to the authors’ limited linguistic data and knowledge. It is expected
that this paper might bring up more better researches on Chinese negation expressions which help spread

people all over the world understand Chinese culture better.
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