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The Formation of Ambivalent Functional Words:
Chu [# and Chufei FxFE

Chang Li-li *
Abstract

Words that can express two opposite meanings are referred to as ambivalent
words by scholarship. Due to the special nature of word meaning or meaning
extension, content (lexical) words may develop opposite concepts, but how can
functional words also exhibit this phenomenon given that their meanings are
abstract? In the present article, the historical evolution of chu [% and chufei &
FE serves as a case study to investigate this phenomenon, as both can denote
two contrastive meanings: “except” and “only,” with the latter developing from
the former. The historical change of chu began with two expanded constructions
in the Chinese translation of Buddhist scriptures during the period of Middle
Chinese, whereas that of chufei started with the abbreviated construction during
Tang and Song dynasties. Both the expanded and the abbreviated constructions
are contrastive or negative clauses, which explains why the two words can have
opposite meanings. This article then concludes by drawing a comparison of
the historical evolution of the two words with that of fei FE, expounding the
particularities in their changes as well as why the opposite meanings of the two
words do not cause confusion to the user.

Keywords: opposite meanings, ambivalent words, chu, chufei, except, only
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