MANDARIN FOR SOCIAL LIFE

Foundations

Tones, pinyin, and warm manners — the small kit that turns
sounds into . Get these right and everything after

feels easy.

LESSON 0O OF 6




01 How Mandarin Sounds &EiF

Mandarin is a tonal language: the same syllable means different things depending on the
pitch you ride it on. There are four tones plus a light, toneless neutral. Don't be intimidated —

locals will love that you try, and context carries you most of the way.

The four tones (+ neutral) M=

The classic teaching example is the syllable ma. Same letters, four different pitches, four totally different

words.

—_ Pe

a a a a a

Tone 1 - high-flat Tone 2 - rising Tone 3 - dip-rise Tone 4 - falling Neutral - light

CHINESE PINYIN (TONES) ENGLISH NOTE

g ma mother Tone 1 — high and flat, like holding a note
R mé hemp Tone 2 — rising, like asking "huh?"

L ma horse Tone 3 — dips down then rises

= ma to scold Tone 4 — sharp falling, like a firm "No!"
n ma (question word) Neutral — light, quick, no stress

TIP — SING IT, DON'T STRESS IT

Think of tones as melody, not difficulty. Tone 1 is a flat hum, Tone 2 is the rise of a question, Tone 3 is a
little valley, Tone 4 is a sharp downward chop. Exaggerate at first — you'll naturally settle into a more
natural version with practice.

Tricky pinyin sounds ##

Pinyin uses the Roman alphabet, but a few letters don't sound like English. Learn these and your

pronunciation jumps instantly.



CHINESE PINYIN (TONES) ENGLISH NOTE

-[% qing please q = soft "ch" with a smile (like "cheese")

5t xié thanks x = soft "sh" said with the tongue forward

':F' zhong middle / China zh ="j" in "jungle", tongue curled back

DZ chr to eat ch / sh = retroflex, tongue curled (no vowel after)
52 cai dish / food c="ts" asin "cats"

E zdo early z = "ds" as in "kids", but light

A rén person r = a buzzed "r" between English "r" and "zh"
gy nd woman ii = say "ee" then round your lips

INFO — TONE 3 SANDHI

When two third tones meet, the first becomes a rising second tone. So ni hao ( , hello) is actually said
ni hao. Your ear will pick this up naturally — just know it isn't a typo.



~

02 Writing — Characters vs Pinyin ;y=

Good news: you do not need to write Chinese characters to make friends or date. Pinyin
is your learning tool, and your phone types characters for you. Reading a few common ones

helps, but speaking is what builds connection.

Simplified characters vs pinyin &=

Mainland China and Singapore use simplified characters (the ones in this book); Taiwan and Hong Kong
use traditional. Pinyin is the romanized spelling with tone marks — it's how you'll learn to say everything.
When you text, you'll type pinyin and your keyboard converts it to characters automatically.

CHINESE PINYIN (TONES) ENGLISH NOTE
( wo [/ me ne of the few characters worth recognizing

K ) f the f h h izi

{T\ ni you Everyday "you"

;l} hdo good Shows up everywhere — , ?

IZFI zhongguo China Literally "middle country"

IL:?/%- tagiwan Taiwan Slightly more relaxed dating culture
Measure words — the " "note E£id

Chinese counts nouns with a little "measure word" between the number and the thing. The all-purpose

oneisge ( ). When in doubt, use  and you'll be understood.

CHINESE PINYIN (TONES) ENGLISH NOTE
—-/l\ yi ge one (of something) The default measure word — works almost anywhere
— A yi ge rén one person number +  +noun

ﬁﬂ{ lidng béi two cups / glasses bei for drinks — useful at a bar



TIP — LET YOUR PHONE DO THE WRITING

Install a pinyin keyboard. You type nihao, it offers . You never have to memorize strokes to send a
charming message. Focus your energy on saying things out loud.



03 Politeness & Pronouns 3.5

Mandarin has far less honorific layering than Japanese or Korean — there's no maze of
formal verb endings. Warmth comes mostly from your tone of voice and a generous sprinkle

of (please) and (thank you).

Pronouns & the polite "you" &

CHINESE PINYIN (TONES) ENGLISH NOTE

?\j, wo |/ me Same word for subject and object

v ni you Default, friendly — use this with peers

iR nin you (polite) For elders, bosses, service staff — respectful
ftts / ta/ta he / she Same sound, different character — easy to say
A7 wdmen we / us Add  men to make a pronoun plural

The two magic words 15 - 4

CHINESE PINYIN (TONES) ENGLISH NOTE

-[E ging please / go ahead Also "to treat" — = my treat
159‘159‘ xiéxie thank you Second syllable neutral and light
Z{%"ff\, bu keqi you're welcome Literally "don't be polite"

| A ba don't BH kégi be polite
Z{ﬁ}%ﬁﬁbﬂ\ bu héoyisi excuse me / sorry Soft, friendly — for small bumps & getting attention

\ = o ap
| N bu not ¥FESE hdoyisi at ease / sense of shame

X AE2 duibuqi I'm sorry Stronger apology, for real mistakes



CULTURAL NOTE — WARMTH OVER FORMALITY

Because Mandarin skips the heavy honorific system, your energy does the work that grammar does
elsewhere. A genuine smile, a soft b haoyisi to open, and a sincere xiexie read as polite and likeable. Use
for anyone clearly older or in a position of respect, and you'll come across as a gentleman.



04 Survival Phrases & Backchannel H#%mEiE

These are the lines that get you through any room. The second table — backchannel — is

the secret sauce: little sounds that show you're listening and make conversation flow.

Ten survival phrases #&+48

CHINESE PINYIN (TONES) ENGLISH NOTE
{IR4F ni hdo hello Said nih&o (tone-3 sandhi)

| R ni you ¥ hdo good

B zaijian goodbye Literally "see again"

| g zai again W jian see

=1 shi de yes / that's right Orjust  dui = "correct"
| & shi be / yes B de (particle)

7[(% bu shi no/it's not Chinese has no single word for
"yes/no"

| N bi not & shi be
BAE wd bu déng | don't understand Honest and disarming
| F wol N bunot [E dong understand

{REVHIEIBNIG?  ni hui shud yingyd Do you speak A friendly escape hatch
ma? English?

| {R ni you 2 hui can Tt shué speak T yingyd English 15 ma (question)

XN/ NER? zhége dudshao qian? How much is this? Essential for bars & shops

| XA zhege this %V dusshao how much % gian money

15BIT—B qing zai shué yi bian please say it again Polite "come again?"
| 15 qing please B i again 1% shuo say —i& yi bian one time

Y5z o)’ méi wenti no problem Easygoing and positive



CHINESE PINYIN (TONES) ENGLISH NOTE

| 7& méi no/nothave [al@l wenti problem

FRERT mafan ni le sorry to trouble you Gracious — earns you goodwill

| BRI méfan trouble IR ni you T le (particle)

Backchannel — sound like a native listener [ff#l

CHINESE PINYIN (TONES) ENGLISH NOTE
|] ng/en mm / yeah Soft hum that says "I'm with you"
%ug’? shi ma? oh really? Shows interest, invites more

| & shi be/so N5 ma (question)

EE’\TP zhén de? really?! Genuine surprise — great for stories

==

| H zhen true BY de (particle)

PSPSPY] dui dui dui yeah, exactly! Warm agreement — repeat for emphasis

I = haha haha Said out loud and typed — keeps it light

TIP — BACKCHANNEL IS CHARM

Droppingan  or 7 at the right moment makes you feel like a great conversation partner even when
your vocabulary is small. People remember how you made them feel, not how many words you knew.

Mandarin for Social Life - Lesson 0 — Foundations - Tones, pinyin, and warm manners that make everything else click.



