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Chapter 1

Introduction

Significance of the Study

It’s perhaps a truism that different languages do not all express the same
or similar meanings in the same way. Not only are the sounds and the words
different, but the structure and organization of the lexicon are different as well.
Translators often make this discovery when they try to translate between two
languages and realize that the way meanings are encoded or conflated in words
differs in the two languages. For example, the English sentence She tiptoed into
the room cannot be translated literally into Chinese; instead, it must be
expressed as i @55 P14 2 3 B2 [B] (She walked into the room on tiptoes).

Meaning-to-form relation has always been an important research topic in
the linguistic field, especially after the burgeoning of cognitive linguistics.
Researchers can approach the meaning-to-form relation at different levels, for
example, clause level (Talmy’s motion event description is at clause level),
structure level (the study of ditransitive constructions or resultative
constructions), and word level. Our study is at word level and focuses on
motion verbs. The reasons for choosing motion verbs are as follows:

Firstly, most linguists agree that verb is the most important word class in
any language. Studies of language typologies and universals show that nouns
and verbs exist in all languages in the world, and in all classes of words, “nouns
and verbs are the two most fundamental grammatical categories” (Langacker

1991: 51). In a sentence, verb is usually the center and organizer of all the
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elements (Chafe 1970; Fillmore 1968). The famous Chinese linguist—Li
Shuxiang (5 4(H 1987: 1) also points out that the study of verbs is the first
most important issue in grammatical study, and he says: “Why verb is important?
It’s because verb, in a sense, is the center and core of a sentence and all other
elements are attached to it (FJE AT A EE, FHALEEFEX F, shidd
ARG, B, E, NSRS, sekiE).”

Secondly, studies of language acquisition show that verbs are much more
difficult to be learned than nouns. Some researchers have argued that nouns are
relatively easier to be learned because they typically denote physical objects
which can be individuated (and presumably conceptualized) on the basis of
human being’s perceptual experience of the world. Verbs, they argue, are more
difficult for novice language learners because perception does not package
events into stable individuals. Instead, languages decide how to conflate the
conceptual components of events into lexical items. This results in greater
cross-linguistic differences in the meanings of verbs than in the meanings of
nouns. To learn verbs, they argue, learners must first discover how a language
chooses to package events and generalize the systematic lexicalization patterns
within that language, which allow the pace of verb learning to accelerate
(Gentner 1982; Gentner & Boroditsky 2001; Gleitman 1990; Schwartz &
Leonard 1980; Snedeker & Gleitman 2004; Tardif, Shatz & Naigles, 1997). These
studies, from one aspect, have shown the increasing importance of the study of
the conceptual components of verbs.

Taking into consideration the importance of verbs in grammatical
categories and the complexity of their conceptualization, we think it is of great
value and significance to study the lexicalization patterns in verbs, that is, the
way conceptual contents are arranged in lexical forms of verbs.

However, due to the large variety of semantic categories that verbs can
convey, it’s impossible and infeasible in a study to cover verbs of all semantic
categories. The more feasible way is to focus on verbs of one kind of semantic
category. Inspired by the pioneering study of the systematic cross-linguistic

variation in lexicalization patterns in motion verbs by Leonard Talmy (1985,
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2000)—a famous American cognitive semantist, whose 1985 paper
“Lexicalization Patterns: Semantic Structure in Lexical Forms” has intrigued a
great deal of research on lexicalization patterns in motion verbs in the
international linguistic field, we choose motion verbs as the research topic and
aim to make a contrastive study of lexicalization patterns in motion verbs
between English and Chinese.

Theoretical Background

The present study is a contrastive study, guided by the basic theories of
cognitive linguistics and contrastive linguistics, and utilizing some important
findings from linguistic typology. Viewpoints of these linguistic theories, which

are concerned with our study, will be sketched in this section.

1.2.1 Cognitive Linguistics

This study adopts the theoretical perspective of cognitive linguistics,
viewing languages as both a product of the human mind and an instrument for
construing experience and conveying information. In many respects, this study
draws upon insights and proposals from various publications within cognitive
linguistics extending over the past two decades, especially those by Talmy (2000
Vol. I and II), Langacker (1987, 1991, 1999), Lakoff (1987), Lakoff and Johnson
(1980, 1999), Jackendoff (1983, 1990), Fillmore (1982, 1985), Fillmore et al.
(2001), Fauconnier (1997).

From the perspective of cognitive linguistics, the relationship between
language and reality is mediated by human cognition. Language expressions are
neither objective reflection of the physical world nor external to human beings.
They do not reflect the objective events and situations directly, as what the
truth-conditional semantics holds, but rather through human cognitive
construction and construal (#X#s75 2001; Hf#EZ] 2001). Furthermore,
cognitive linguistics views language as an integral part of human cognition

sharing certain fundamental organizational properties with all other cognitive

3
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systems, such as perception, reasoning, and attention. Linguistic categories and
structural patterns reflect human “general conceptual organization,
categorization principles, processing mechanisms, and experiential and
environmental influence” (Geeraerts 1997: 7). Therefore, there is no need or
justification for positing a separate module of language or autonomous syntax
in the human brain, as postulated in contemporary generative linguistics.

As for the mediation of human cognition between language and the
physical world, cognitive linguistics views language categories and structures as
inherently embodied and schematic. First, language categories and structures
are embodied in nature. On the one hand, grammatical categories and
constructions emerge from the structure of our early bodily experiences, which
are generally pre-linguistic. On the other hand, based on the embodied
experiences, our conceptual imagination plays a central role in establishing
linguistic categories and structures. As noted in much recent literature, the
conceptual imagination constitutes a fundamental part of the human language
capacity. Imaginative conceptualizations, such as metaphorical projections,
prototype and radial categorizations, windowing of attention, mappings
between mental spaces, and conceptual blending are pervasive in language
categories and constructions (see, for example, Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 1999;
Johnson 1987; Lakoff 1987; Talmy 2000; Fauconnier 1997). Second, language
categories and structures are schematic in representing things and events in the
physical world. It is neither necessary nor possible for a conceptualizer to
perceive, or for language to render, every detail of any referred thing or event in
the real world. On the contrary, what the conceptualizer perceived and the
language expressed is a schematized version of the thing or event. That is to say,
the language speaker’s conceptualization is selective. It systematically selects
certain aspects of the referent thing or event and overtly rendered with certain
language categories and structures, while disregarding the remaining aspects
(Talmy 2000, vol. I: 177; Langacker 1987: 68; Taylor 2002: 23). The
schematization is based on our daily experience. Aspects that are prominent,

repetitively recurring, or currently relevant in communication are prone to



