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Abstract: It is not a new topic to study the verb-object collocation in respect of both grammar
and semantics, a lot of researches have been done in recent years. Based on the previous studies, this
paper tends to give a brief analysis of verb-object collocation in English and Chinese from the
cognitive perspective. It tries to analyze the verb-object collocation in the framework of prototype
theory qualia structure, aiming to provide a new method to study the meaning construction of
verb-object collocation. Prototype theory works not only on nouns but also verbs and adjectives,
there is a prototype of each verb, i.e., a typical model of the act process expressed by the verb.
Basically, the prototype of verb requires certain qualia roles of the following object. Based on the
central model of verbs, other extended meanings are generated, when collocated with different nouns,
these extended meaning will be activated and these different meanings decides which aspect of the
object will be activated to match them. This process applies especially to the polysemy verbs, light
verb is a remarkable example in both Chinese and English. As concept entity, nouns have many
facets, or qualia roles, shows different features of a noun, these facets are not of equal salient in
specific context, in other words, different facets, or qualia roles are activated by different verbs and
context. These different qualia roles help to decide which kind of verbs can proceed them. So, the
construal of the collocation “verb-object” is a coefficient process of verbs and nouns. At the end of
this paper, the figurative use of verbs or nouns will be analyzed in the process of meaning
construction of this collocation, which tries to analyze the metonymy use of object in the light of
qualia structure, hoping that it would provide a new angel to see the uncommon collocation of
verb-object, which is traditionally explained by metaphor and metonymy.

Key Words: verb-object collocation, prototype theory, qualia structure, meaning construction
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1 Introduction

Verb-object construction is a construction consisting of verb and object in the form of that
object follows verb. Verb is the verbal constituent proceeding object, while object is the constituent
which is responsible for indicating objects in the real world, concrete and abstract. Such kind of
construction is abundant in different languages, the logic semantic relationships between verbs and
objects are not unique. It seems that some of these constructions make no sense literally and
logically, however, from the cognitive perspective, we can understand the seemingly nonsense
expressions. Traditional researches treat the principle of compositionality as their start point,
insisting that the meanings of language constructions are simply the result of adding the meanings of
the constituents and the way they combine with each other. It has been proved that this principle
cannot be applied to explain logically semantic problems of language constructions. With the
emergent of cognitive science, people tend to looking for answers of language meaning from this
newly developed field. In this paper, the previous studies about verb-object construction will be
introduced first. Then the paper will give a brief introduction of the theory of image schema and
qualia structure, based on these two theories, the combination model of the image schema and qualia
structure will be given and is applied to analyzed verb-object constructions in English and Chinese.

2 Research Background

The term verb-object collocation usually be defined as the government relation of two language
components. Many researches focus on the grammatic features of this collocation as well as their
definitions. All these researches study the grammatic level of the language form. Recent study has
shifted their interest from the grammatic aspect to cognitive field. Croft and Cruse (2001)“]
promoted Dynamic Construal Approach which claims that meaning does not inherent from the
lexicon and unchangeable, rather the generation of meaning is an on-line process in language use,
i.e., word meaning is regarded as a entirety which need to be dynamic construe during language
interaction.

In China, verb-object collocation is also a hot issue for researchers all this time. Lv
(1980/2006)™ suggested that the relationships between verb and object are many and varied, some of
them can be explained by a lot of extra words. Xin (1991) B3] discussed the reasons and conditions of
the object-introduction from the perspectives of syntax, semanticas well as the information
arrangement. Wang (2000) ' studied the feature of the object in the collocations, claiming that some
idioms in Chinese with verb-object form are generated by metonymy, which involves people’s
cognitive ability during the process of interpreting. Xie (2004) 3] managed to -account for the
object-introduction and the objects following intransitive verbs in the light of figure-background
theory, he thought that the main reason for object-introduction is that the different salient degree of
background and ground, the detail degree of the speaker, and the difference of the speakers’ choice
of the figure, background and ground. Xu (2003) ®analyzed the phenomenon where intransitive
verbs are attached by objects, he insisted that it is the semantic interaction between verbs and objects
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that causes the gradual change of verbs from transitive verbs into intransitive verbs.

Johnson Laird ' has pointed out that the meaning of nouns, should be taking into consideration
first in different language constructions. The current study uses the prototype theory and qualia
structure in order to reveal the interaction of the meanings between the verbs and objects in the
verb-object collocations and to explore the rich meaning of this language forms in the light of
cognitive semantics.

3 Theoretical Background

In this part, the relative cognitive theories and some other basic concepts will be introduced,
including the image schema, qualia structure of generative lexicon, light verb.

3.1 Prototype Theory

The definition of “prototype” has been through a change from concrete to abstract. This change
is embodied in Taylor’s definition about it: There are several ways in which to understand the term
‘prototype’. We might apply the term to specific instances of a category. Thus, one could refer to a
specific artefact as the prototype of CUP. This is the prototype-as-exemplar view. Alternatively, the
prototype can be understood as a specific kind of entity. This is the prototype-ass-subcategory
approach. Thus, one could refer to a certain kind of cup, that is, cups which exhibit a certain set of
attributes, ass the prototype. On this approach, we could say, not that a particular entity is the
prototype, but that is instances, or exemplifies, the prototype, we can imagine an even more abstract
notion of prototype, which capture ‘center’ of a category, but which might not be associated with any
specific instance, or subcategory. This is the prototype-as-abstraction approach'™. (Taylor, 2003:
63-64)

From the above definition, we can see that there are two approaches to prototype theory in
cognitive linguistics: a, typical members in that category, the specific instances are those which share
the most family similarities with other members within that category, linguists holding this view are
Roach (1978), Brown (1990), Tversky (1990), Barsalou (1992) etc., they thought of “prototype” as
“the best example of a category”, “salient examples”, “central and typical members” etc. The other
approach regarded “prototype” as “schematic representation” of the members of a category, for
example, Ungerer & Schemid ®)2001: 39) claimed that the prototype is a mental representation, it is
some sort of cognitive reference point. Taylor (2003: 64) suggested that: the prototype may well be a
fairly abstract representation, which abstracts away from the properties of individual instances and
individual subcategories and for those not-so-clear instances, prototypes serve as reference points.
Besides, Lackoff treated prototypes as “Idealized cognitive modal”, an abstract representation of a
category in people’s mind. '

3.2 Qualia Structure

James Pustejovsky (1995) [m]proposed four levels of semantic representations for lexical items,
he argues that lexical meaning is best accounted for by a dynamic approach including rules of
combination and inference, rather than the essentially lexicographic tradition of listing senses of a
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lexeme. The four levels are: (1) Argument structure: the semantic arguments of an item and the
linking rules to syntax. (2) Event structure: the situation type of an item. (3) Qualia structure: a
classification of the properties of an item. (4) Lexical inheritance structure: how the item fits into the
network of the lexicon. This framework is called Generate Lexicon which tries to explain some
polysemy item. This paper mainly deals with the qualia structure. All types of words have a qualia
structure, here we focus our discussion on nouns. Qualia structure has four dimensions, also can be
called qualia roles, they are:

(1) CONSTITUTIVE: the relation between an object and its constituents, or proper parts.
(2) FORMAL.: that which distinguishes the object within a larger domain.

(3) TELIC: the purpose and the functionof the object.

(4) AGENTIVE: factors involved in the origin or “bringingabout” of an object.

For example, the qualia structure of “DICTIONARY” can be represented as:
CONSTITUTIVE: alphabetizing, listing

FORMAL: book, disk

TELIC: reference

AGENTIVE: artifacts, compile

4 The meaning Construction of Verb + object Collocation

As has mentioned above, the construction of the meaning of a language form is a dynamic
process in the perspective of cognitive semantics. According to Smith and Samuelson!"" the
formation of concept involves three stages: (1) historical experiences: the relative experiences stored
in individuals’ memory. (2) recent experience: the cognition of the agent to the coming context of
situation, and (3) current input: the construal of the current concept. Objects which can be attached
to verbs to form verb-object construction are countless, and the meaning of a verb-object
constructions are neither decided by the normal features of verbsnor by the typic meaning of the
noun objects, rather it is the coefficient result of the verbs and the objects.

4.1 Construal of Verbs

The application of prototype theory is not limited to nouns, categories like verbs and adjectives
can also be explained within this framework, for example, Pulman (1983)"#discussed prototypes of
verbs: KILL, LOOK, SPEAK, WALK, etc., Fillmore (1982) *lstudied the category of CLIMB,
which is developed by Taylor in his later research about the polysemy. He uses the verb “climb”as an
example.

a. The boy climbed the tree.

b. The locomotive climbed the mountainside.

c. Prices are climbing day by day.

d. We climbed along the cliff edge.

In this example, the meaning of “climb” in a is regarded as the closest to the prototype, i.e.,
change of the position of an animate from lower place to higher place by its arms; “climb” in b
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indicated the rise of the physical position but no implication of means; in sentence c, the “climb”
shift its meaning from space to amount, the agent that it is used to describe changed from concrete
object to abstract concept; while in sentence d, there is no changing of the position anymore, it
emphasizes on the body activate instead. Thus, we can see that there is a central category of the
polysemy “climb”, a lot of other mutual related meanings around this central meaning, and based on
it. This kind of mutual relation is achieved by meaning chains, which can be represented as the
following:

A=m—p B = €, ——» Delc

Meaning A and B share some similarities, and there are connections between meaning B and C,

meaning C can be extended to D, etc. This chain shows how does the polysemy works.

4.2 Construal of Nouns

Noun is a concept category which contains many facets, these facets cannot be noticed or
sensed in daily communication equally, only those salient ones are activated. However, it is hard to
decision which aspects or facets are more important or salient, it all depends on certain context of
situation. According to Paradis, the content structure of noun can be grouped into three categories:
first-order entities, second-order entities and third-order entities. Generally speaking, the first-order
entities are such material substances as animals, plants and person, things existing in the real world
with relative stable quality and visible, e.g. woman, water, book, mirror etc. The second-order
entities are those which have to do with time, things are not existing but happening, e.g. discussion,
cry, repetition etc., and the third-order entities are the abstract entities which are independent of time
and space, e.g. proposal, fact, attitude, problem. This is the content structure of nouns. While these
conceptual entities have many abstract features, the qualia structure is the abstract representation of
the content structure of nouns, it is a kind of schematic structure of these concept entities. The qualia
structure of “novel” for example, whose constitutive role is narrative; formal role is book or disk;
telic role is read and the agentive role is artifact or write. Nevertheless, not all nouns have the four
dimensions of the qualia structure, especially nouns belonging to the third-order entities which refer
to the abstract concepts which do not usually have constitutive and form roles. Nouns have multi-
qualia roles when they are on their own, while certain aspects of these roles will be activated or
strengthened when co-occurred with verbs. This process is called zone activation, that is to say, noun,
as a concept entity, which is salient, while not all its features are salient. When paired with different
categories, different zone will be activated. In Langacker’s opinion, the degree of understanding
depends on the degree of understanding of the activated zone. Qualia roles in the active role matches
the verbs proceed nouns on the one hand, and verbs acquire certain roles of nouns to co-occurred
with them in use. Again, let’s take the novel for example,

i. Tom began to write a novel.

ii. Tom began to read a novel.

iii. Tom began a novel.

“novel” in first sentence follows “write”, here the agentive role of it is activated; in the second
sentence, the telic role is activated by the verb “read”; while both the first and the second sentence

«6e



