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ЛЮ ПЭН
ВАРИАТИВНОСТЬ И ВАРИАЦИЯ 
ТОНА КИТАЙСКИХ
ПРОСТРАНСТВЕННЫХ ЯЗЫКОВЫХ 
ЕДИНИЦ
В данной статье рассматриваются заданные тоны че

тырех единиц китайского языка: _Ъ shang ‘верх’, ~Fxia ‘низ’, ÊÎ qian ‘спереди’ и Jn hou 
‘сзади’, вариативность и вариации этих тонов. Установлено, что с помощью нейтрального 
тона актуализируется пространственная семантика исследуемых единиц китайского язы
ка. Изучение вариативности и вариаций тона данных пространственных языковых единиц 
открывает новые области для дальнейших исследований пространства в других языках.

Ключевые слова: языковые единицы, пространственная семантика, тон, вариатив
ность и вариация тона.

LIU PENG
THE TONE VARIABILITY AND VARIATION OF CHINESE SPATIAL 

LANGUAGE UNITS
This article deals with designated tones of 4 language units in Chinese _t shang ‘up’, 

~Kxia ‘down’, &J qian ‘front’ and Jn hou ‘behind’, variability and variation of these tones. It has 
been established that the neutral tone allows to convey spatial semantics in the analyzed Chinese 
units. Research on the tone variability and variation of these spatial language units offers new 
study spheres to the further research of space in other languages.

Key words: language units, spatial semantics, tones, tone variability and variation

Chinese language is a tone language. In Chinese language exists 4 tones, they 
are level tone, rising tone, falling-rising tone and falling tone; and they can be also 
called the first, second, third and fourth tone and instead with the marks as “"”, “'”, 
“"”, and “'” . Except for these four tones, there is a kind of special tone named 
neutral tone with the mark “0” in Chinese language system. It is a special tone 
variability or variation phenomenon in Chinese phonetics, which has appeared in 
many dialects and Mandarins throughout the country [1, c. 230-231]. The neutral 
tone is generally not treated as a tone because it has no fixed tone mark like the 
four tone marks appeared in the Pinyin scheme (also as the pronunciations of Chi
nese pictograph), but the Chinese linguists through the research of Chinese phonet
ics and phonology, they use “0” as a mark to represent the neutral tone in the Chi
nese Pinyin scheme.

In this article, it mainly deals with the tone variability or variation of the 4 
most frequently used Chinese language units with spatial meanings. They are Chi
nese language units _t shang, ‘on, over, up, top, above, upward, upper, sum
mit \ ~Fxia, ‘Under, down, bottom, downward, underneath, beneath, below, 
lower’' M qian, ‘front, ago, before, ahead, frontward, preceding, former, go for
ward’ and Jnhou, ‘after, behind, back, rear, later, afterwards’. Because the tone 
variability or variation decided these language units express the spatial meaning or 
not, it is necessary to explore the relationships between the tone and the spatial 
semantics of these language units. Language unit _t shang can be usually read as 
“shang” and “shang”” in Chinese language. While language unit ~Fxia can be usu
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ally read as “xia””, gqian in most of time is read as “qian” and Jnhou is frequent
ly read as “hou””. The tones of these four language units can be reflected and dis
tributed in the table 1.

Table 1. Chinese language units and their tones distribution

Chinese 
language 

units

level tone rising tone falling
rising tone

falling tone neutral 
tone

’ ' " ' 0
Jshang - - + + +

Fxia - - - + +
g qian - + - - +
Jnhou - - - + +

From the above mentioned table, it shows that J shang takes up the first 
place with the most tones, and the rest of the language units are pronounce with 
two tones. J shang in Chinese language in most of time pronounced as “shang” 
with the falling tone, while in only one situation is read as falling-rising tone is that 
in the phrase “ J''shangsheng ‘the term of the falling-rising tone’(also called the 
third tone in modern Chinese language)”, for instance, in the examples (1) and (2)
[2]show  the tones of language unit J shang.

(1) ^FHFFwF”WF^±F^jE± [2]o Ta de mu guang ting liu zai ta 
shou zhi shang de zuan jie shang. / (1a) His eyes lingered on the diamond ring on 
her finger.

(2) J' , /XinfiUF, Jsl^SiFfJ  ̂3 ' \2\o Shang sheng, han yu ci hui, 
zhi pu tdng hua de di san sheng. / (2a) Shang sheng, a chinese phrase, it refers to 
the falling-rising tone of Chinese Mandarin.

In the example 1, J shang conveys the spatial meaning, while in the example 
2 shows a term without spatial meaning. Therefore, when J shang pronounced as 
the falling tone, it could express the spatial meaning.

The other three language units Fxia, itt qian and Jnhou can be usually read 
as falling tone “xia”, rising tone “qiari” and falling tone “hdu””. When these four 
language units are read as their most frequently pronounced tones, they can always 
express spatial meanings, such as in the following examples.

(3) Xmffi&itiF [2]o Da yu qing pen er xia. / (3a) The rain was pouring 
down.

(4) #&&№.% fflTTJ&№JL^ [2]o Ta zai lu huo qian da qi dun er lai. / (4a) 
She dozed off in front of the fire.

(5) ^EMF—^^i ~fjfy'i±T{E№Jn [2] o Wo ba qi zhdngyige dian zi fang 
zai le ta nao hou. / (5a) I put one of the cushions behind his head.

However, from table 1, it also shows that Jshang, Fxia, g qian and Jnhou 
can be also pronounced as the neutral tone of “shang”, “xia”, “qian” and “hou” are 
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lack of tone marks in the pronunciation of these four language units, while these 
neutral tones must be pronounced very softly and shortly at the end of a phrase. 
The pronunciation sounds like the falling tone, but it is different from it; because in 
the speech sequence, many syllables often lose their original tone and read as a 
light and short tone. It is a special tone variability or variation of the fourth tone, 
and physically the neutral tone part shows that the length of the sound becomes 
shorter and the intensity of the sound becomes weaker [4, c. 32- 37].

There are no certain systematic means to judge the neutral tones in the Chi
nese language, but some practical ways for recognizing the neutral tones studied. 
The pronunciation of language unit ± shang is pronounced as neutral tone when it 
is used as a noun of locality, used as some directional verbs, and used as an affix 
at the end of a word. The above mentioned three situations of the neutral tone of 
± shang, F xia, ' qian and Jnhou can be proved as phonetic variability and var
iations in the following examples.

When ± shang, Fxia, M qian and Jn hou with other nouns are used as a 
noun of locality, they can not only be pronounced as neutral tone in the sentence, 
but also express the spatial meanings, such as in the following examples (6) to (9).

(6) %U№Mi±&7-№ [5] o Fangjian li de qiangshang guale 
yifuhua. / (6a) There is one picture hanging on the wall.

(7) ^^ffiF^—^JJEo Zai guqiao xia you yi tiao xiao he. / (7a) There is 
a river under the old bridge.

(8) Jffi&^ffiflfffi^^^JfiTJfil& [2]o Ta zai kezhan qian de shui beng 
pang xi le xian lian. / (8a) She washed her face at the pump in front of the inn.

(9) ^^^7Jn^^^^№^JT^^o Ta zai zhuozi hou de feng xi zhdng 
zhao dao le yao shi. / (9a) He found the key in the gap behind the desk.

At the same time, ± shang, Fxia, M'qian and Jnhou are used as a direc
tional verb to show the moving tendency of actions, they also can be read as neu
tral tone and have the same spatial meanings in the following example (10) to (13).

(10) lfJEffi7$^n%± [5] o Qing ba yuanzi de damen guanshang. / 
(10a) Please close the door of the yard.

(11) J№££MWXiffFo Xiao chuan tu tu de yan jiang er xia. / (11a) 
The boat chugged down the river [3].

(12) J^^J^ffiffi'F^o Qi che tu ran xiangqian chdng qu. / (12a) The car 
leaped forward.

(13) tf^^^^^^Jn^o Jrng cha ming ling ren qun wanghou tui. / (13a) 
The police ordered the crowd to stand back.

On the contrary, although when these four language units are used as an affix 
at the end of a word or phrase in Chinese, they can also pronounced as the neutral 
tone, and they could not convey the spatial meaning. They happen to be the 
phrases or collocations without spatial semantics, and they show the time order or 
some oral expressions. For instance, in the example (14) - (17)± shang is fol
lowed with the phrase as an affix to compose a new phrase also pronounce as neu
tral tone but reveal non-spatial semantics.

74



(14) £ffid , ffiM^&A [5]o Shijishang, ta shi ge haoren. / (14a) In fact, 
he is a good man.

(15) ^—T—Si^f^f [2]o Deng y! xia — wo qu nd wai tao. / (15a) 
Hang on a minute—I'll just get my coat.

(16) gftffi, &££%%&£& [2]o Kao shi qian, wo zong shi jin zhang 
de fa dou. / (16a) I always get the shakes before exams.

(17) F£fn , ^fP/AdAAA ATA [2]o Wu, can hou, wo he An li sa bdi 
wd xi le wan. / (17a) After lunch Elizabeth and I did the dishes.

From the above examples about the neutral tone could see that it is a kind of 
special phonetic variability or variation of the language unit A shang, Txia, Й 
qian and fnhou. They not only express the spatial semantics with neutral tones, 
but also provide a certain reference for the further study of various spatial language 
units in Chinese in the future. Furthermore, it is also possible to explore compara
tive and contrastive studies of the spatial relationships and unique Chinese lan
guage culture reflected by them and other spatial vocabularies in different lan
guages.
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