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Abstract

This dissertation investigates the situational use of Chinese spatial demon-
stratives zhe (X)), na (AF), zheli (X H ) and nali (AFH ) from a cogni-
tive-experiential point of view. Previous studies pay too much attention to the
endophoric use of demonstratives and comparatively overlook the situational/
exophoric use which seems to be very simple. In addition, the previous expla-
nation of the semantics of spatial demonstratives rests too much on the objectiv-
ist view of meaning, namely the spatialist view. Therefore, it is often taken
for granted that the proximal and distal demonstrative forms refer respectively to
close and distant entities or locations. And it is commonly accepted that the
speaker’s choice of proximal or distal forms mainly depends on the physical dis-
tance of the entity vis-a-vis the speaker. The present study challenges the tra-
ditional view and proposes the mental space building view, the basic hypothe-
sis of which is that what really determines the speaker’s choice of proximal or
distal forms is psychological distance rather than relative physical distance.
This study is theoretically grounded on those important principles or theories of
modern cognitive linguistics, such as the experiential realism ( Lakoff 1987
Lakoff and Johnson 1999 ), the ground theory ( Langacker 1985, 1987),
the mental space theory ( Fauconnier 1985) , and the theory of idealized cog-
nitive models (ICMs) ( Lakoff 1987 ). The basic ideas of these theories are
briefly summarized as follows: The association between language and reality is
mediated by human beings who have cognitive abilities; language does not re-
flect straightforwardly the objective world, instead language is a representation
of the world perceived and experienced by humans; meaning is fundamentally

embodied. In order to reveal how the speaker makes the choice of proximal and
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distal demonstratives in specific situations, this study has explored, by con-
ducting a series of experiments, a series of factors which may influence the
choice of demonstratives. The ultimate goal is to establish a theoretical frame-
work which can explain the situational use of proximal and distal demonstra-
tives.

Since this study is production-orientated rather than comprehension-orient-
ated and aims at exploring the factors influencing the choice of demonstratives
in situations, the method adopted in the experiments is chiefly elicitation. Two
main types of situations have been created in order to carry out the experi-
ments, namely, real situations and simulated situations. In the real situa-
tions, several tabletop elicitation tasks are performed to examine the factors
such as the relative distances of the entities vis-a-vis the speaker, the modes
of pointing at the entities, and the visibility of the entities. In the simulated
situations, a few discourse completion tasks ( DCT), which consist of sets of
pictures, are accomplished to explore the factors such as the sizes of the enti-
ties, the speaker’s emotional preference toward the entities, the sequence of
mentioning two entities, and the distinction of the speaker’s territory and the
addressee’s territory.

In order to find out the nature of the relationship between spatial distance
and spatial demonstratives, the present study carries out two types of experi-
mental design in regard to the spatial relationship between the speaker and the
referent. One type is to get the speaker to refer to some referents at different
distances by means of different modes of pointing actions. This type of design
aims to test whether or not the speaker is sure to employ the proximal and the
distal forms to refer to the close and distant referents respectively and also test
whether or not the choice of demonstrative forms is influenced by the modes of
pointing. The other type of design is to get the speaker to refer to two referents
at equal distance from the speaker. And the two referents contrast with each
other in some feature, for example, large vs. small, visible vs. invisible,
speaker territory vs. addressee territory, positive emotion vs. negative emo-

tion, and earlier mention vs. later mention. The second type of design aims to
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test whether or not the speaker is sure to employ the same demonstrative form
to refer to the two referents of equal distance and also test whether or not the
choice of demonstratives is influenced by other factors. In other words, the
two types of design not only can verify whether spatial distance is the absolute
factor determining the choice of demonstrative forms but also help to reveal the
real fundamental factor determining the choice of demonstratives.

The results of all the experiments do not support the traditional view. In
the meanwhile, they prove forcefully that the choice of demonstratives depends
on the speaker’s psychological distance rather than the physical distance of the
entities vis-a-vis the speaker. Based on the results of the experiments and the
cognitive-experiential view of meaning, a theoretical framework of the produc-
tion of the Chinese demonstratives in situational use is established tentatively.
The main idea of the framework is consistent with the basic principles of experi-
ential realism and cognitive linguistics. Specifically speaking, since language
does not directly refer to the outside world, the proximal-distal distinction of
demonstratives does not straightforwardly refer to the near-far distinction of
physical distance, either. The speaker’s choice of proximal or distal forms
does not depend on concrete spatial distance. Secondly, since meaning is fun-
damentally embodied and also constantly constrained by the nature of embodied
experience, the proximal-distal meaning distinction encoded by demonstratives
should be connected to the perceptual demarcation of near-far space. And
human’s perceptual demarcation of near-far space should arise evolutionarily
from human labour and communication under the pressure of survival. Thirdly,
the association between language and reality is mediated by human perceptual
and cognitive mechanism; meaning refers to what is represented in the concep-
tualized world. In this sense, the proximal-distal meaning distinction arises
from the ICM of deixis which structures a mental space and exhibits image-
schematic structure. The referents of demonstratives are subjectively construc-
ted by the speaker to be within or outside a certain psychological boundary in
the mental space. Those that are located within the psychological boundary are

referred to with the proximal form and those that are located outside are re-



ferred to with the distal form.

The present study sheds new light on the research of demonstratives as
well as the deictic phenomenon as a whole. Contrary to the traditional spatialist
view which often regards the deictic center as the fixed place occupied by the
tangible speaker, the mental space building view defines it as the point of view
of the potential speaker in the mental space. It is abstract and symbolic in na-
ture and as a result it can be mentally shifted. In addition, contrary to the tra-
ditional spatialist view which holds that spatial demonstratives demarcate con-
crete spatial zones, the mental space building view maintains that spatial
demonstratives represent the conceptualized spatial zones and therefore they
mark abstract and symbolic spaces. Moreover, different from the traditional
view which excessively emphasizes the distinction between the exophoric use
and the endophoric use of deictic expressions, the mental space building view
holds that the two types of use actually work in the same manner, that is,
people employ deictic expressions to represent what are conceptualized in the
mental space structured by the deictic ICM.

This study in a cognitive-experiential perspective not only reveals the in-
sufficiency and impreciseness of the spatialist view of spatial demonstratives but
also expands the research approaches for the study of deixis and theoretically

deepens the understanding of deixis.

Key words: spatial demonstratives; cognitive-experiential perspective;

ICM of deixis; mental space; psychological distance; subjectivity
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