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ABSTRACT
While noun and verb are two separate syntactic classes in opposition to 
each other in Indo-European languages, in Chinese they are a pair of 
pragmatic classes (reference and predication), and not in opposition to 
each other. Chinese nouns constitute a super-noun category with verbs as 
its sub-category. In other words, all verbs in Chinese are actually verbal 
nouns. This characteristic feature of Chinese can be explicated from 
the perspectives of cognition, language typology, grammaticalization, 
philosophical background, and experimental studies of word classes.
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1. FULL WORDS AND EMPTY WORDS  
In 1898, the first Chinese grammar book, Mashi Wentong馬氏文通

(Ma’s grammar), was published by a Chinese scholar, Ma Jianzhong 
([1898]1925). Four years before the publication, China was defeated by 
Japan in a war and the Northern Fleet of the Qing dynasty was almost 
wiped out. Ma thought that one of the causes for China’s defeat was its 
lacking a grammar which should, like the grammars of Western languages, 
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Language is multi-modal: Human speech is accompanied by 
manual and facial co-speech gestures; co-speech gestures are even 
produced by blind persons talking to each other – highlighting the 
ancestral link between hand and language. Co-speech gestures are to be 
distinguished from the signs which form the elements of the signed 
languages (such as American Sign Language, ASL) employed by deaf 
communities – but the latter are fully expressive human languages. The 
key point is that the brain mechanisms that support language do not 
especially privilege auditory input and vocal output. Our key question is 
then: How did a capacity for multimodal language evolve? 

We define language-readiness as the capacity to acquire and use 
language and claim that having a “language-ready” brain does not imply 
“having language.” Biological Evolution provides the processes of 
genetic selection that gave modern humans a language-ready brain but we 
claim that it was Cultural Evolution, processes of non-biological, social 
selection, whereby our ancestors came to have a variety of languages as 
distinct from a protolanguage in the sense of a system of communication 
intermediate between ape-like vocal and gestural communication and 
human language. (This is distinct from the notion of protolanguage as the 
ancestral language for a language family posited in historical linguistics). 

We posit that early Homo sapiens , and at least their proximate ancestral 
hominids, has “early protolanguages,” and that cultural evolution in Homo
sapiens yielded a spectrum of increasing complexity, so that complex 
protolanguages became early languages perhaps 100,000 years ago (Arbib 
2008). In this process, symbols become words in the modern sense, while 
syntactic and semantic structures co-evolved to support an increasingly 
compositional semantics (with recursivity as an automatic corollary of the 
expression of meaning concerning hierarchical structures). Verb tenses or other 
circumlocutions arose to express the ability to recall past events or imagine 
future ones. And these emerging languages had to be learnable: a human 
language must contain a significant subset of symbolic structures learnable by 
most human children. 

Much of this remains conjectural. There is no single key to the 
evolution of language. Rather, there are many pieces of a jigsaw puzzle to 
be discovered and fitted together, and this requires insights from many 
subdisciplines, including: 
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have the words and expressions explicitly divided into different classes 
and categories. Mashi Wentong (Ma’s grammar) was mainly based on the 
framework of Latin grammar. Before that publication, the Chinese people 
had no idea about the noun-verb division. Furthermore, they only had a 
very vague idea about the division between shizi ‘full characters’ and xuzi
‘empty characters’. Over one hundred years after the publication of Mashi
Wentong (Ma’s grammar), China’s most authoritative dictionary of 
Contemporary Chinese, Xiandai Hanyu Cidian compiled by the Institute 
of Linguistics, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, started to mark 
words with labels of noun, verb, and adjective in its 5th edition in 2005. 

Let’s look at the great literary work of the 18th century – 
Hongloumeng 红楼梦 (A Dream of Red Mansions). In Chapter 37, a 
group of girls from the noble families together with the protagonist Baoyu 
founded a poetry club. When they were preparing the themes for the 
poems, they decided that each theme should be composed of two words 
(characters), a full word and an empty one. The twelve themes are listed 
as follows, with ju ‘chrysanthemum’ being fixed as the full word.  

忆菊 Yi Ju    (Thinking of the Chrysanthemum) 
访菊 Fang Ju   (Visiting the Chrysanthemum) 
种菊 Zhong Ju (Planting the Chrysanthemum) 
对菊 Dui Ju    (Facing the Chrysanthemums) 
供菊 Gong Ju (Displaying the Chrysanthemum) 
咏菊 Yong Ju (Writing about the Chrysanthemum) 
画菊 Hua Ju (Painting the Chrysanthemum) 
问菊 Wen Ju   (Questioning the Chrysanthemum) 
簪菊 Zan Ju   (Wearing the Chrysanthemum) 
菊影 Ju Ying   (The Chrysanthemum’s shadow) 
菊梦 Ju Meng  (A Dream of Chrysanthemums) 
残菊 Can Ju  (The Withered Chrysanthemum) 

Note that verbs like yi 忆(to think), zhong 种(to plant) and wen 问(to
question) and nouns like ying 影(shadow) and meng 梦(dream) are both 
categorized as empty words, and only the words that refer to a concrete 
entity like chrysanthemum are categorized as full words (see table 1). It 
means that in Chinese tradition, the noun-verb division is not as important 
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论汉语的名词和动词：语法形式的演化
沈家煊
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提要

名词和动词在印欧语中已经分化为两个对立语法范畴，然而汉语的名

词和动词间不存在类似的关系，二者分别对应指称语和陈述语，因而

更切合语用范畴。此外，汉语的名词构成一个大类，包含动词。换句

话说，汉语是一种名动包含的格局，动词实质上是兼有动词性的名词，

即“动名词”。本文从认识方式、语言类型、语法化、哲学背景、词类的

实验研究等诸方面论证汉语的这一特点。

关键词
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