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Constructional Coercions in Semantic Representation:
The Evaluative ‘Degree-Adverb+ X’ Construction in Mandarin

Student: Chun Chang Advisors: Dr. Mei-Chun Liu

Institute of Linguistics and Cultural Studies
National Chiao Tung University

Abstract

In recent studies of Lexical Semantics, most attention is paid to the behaviors of
verbs (see Levin 1993, Tang 2000, Liu 2002 and many others). In general, few works
are concerned with the correlative behaviors of degree adverbs and adjectives or
nouns overall. To restore the missing pieces in lexical semantic research, this paper
focuses specifically on the collocations of degree adverbs with various syntactic
categories. In order to study how degree adverbs (i.e., hen ‘very’ and youdian ‘a little’)
co-occur with their possible post advérblal elements in language uses, we explore
large amounts of corpora (Slnlca Googl and udndata com) and conversation data
(139 minutes) and find that the assumptloﬂ of prev10us studies on degree adverbs
(Zhu 1956, 1982, Li 1980, Tang 2000 Zhangn 2002, Liu 2005) should be

re-considered. '-:. ' 1B9E

Traditionally, previous woks' assurne that] alI Mandarln degree adverbs tend to
occur before gradable or psych-verbs and they cannot collocate with non-gradable or
reduplicative adjectives. Distinct from the traditional assumptions, an unexpectedly
wide range of grammatical categories, such as NP ({4 % hen xiangchang ‘very
sausage-like”), AP (i% /% hen lan/lu ‘KMT/DPP-like’), VP (%% # hen gaoxing
‘very happy’), ADVP ({3 B2 19 hen youdian haipa ‘quite sort of afraid’), DP (3#-
% (%7 % changmian hen nage ‘very that (erotic)’) and interrogatives ({% & & hen
zenyang ‘very that sort of”), can occur in the X slot of [Degree ADV+ X] construction.
Moreover, degree adverbs can co-occur with negative reduplicative adjectives due to
pragmatic reasons (Levinson 1983, Lasersohn 1999).

The observed collocations turn to the traditional question, “why do adjectives in
Chinese declarative sentences have to take a degree adverb hen into a constructional
premise?” and raise a new issue, “why may NP, VP, ADVP, DP or Interrogative words
all collocate with the degree adverb hen?”. To deal with the question, it is proposed
that the sequence of [Degree ADV+ X] is viewed as a unique construction following
the approach of Construction Grammar (Goldberg 1995, Jackendoff 1997a). In other

words, the form Evaluative Degree Predication Construction ([Degree ADV+ X]) is

il



associated with the semantic interpretation ‘degree evaluation of scalar attribute or
quality’ (abbreviated as EDPC). The overt marker, degree adverb, is taken as the
constructional head that signals or coerces degree evaluation meaning
‘scalar-implicating quality’. Furthermore, to deal with the potential ambiguity
evoking from the construction-coerced meaning, a compositional approach termed
Qualia Structure in Pustejovsky (1995) is also applied.

As a preliminary work on degree predications, this study has two implications:

1) A reconsideration of degree modification is needed. With the manipulation of the
conceptual schema (e.g., metaphorical extension or gradability of scalar quality) and
qualia roles in qualia structure, the collocations of degree adverbs with various
grammatical categories in daily uses are more diverse than what is traditionally
thought. The premise is that as long as the grammatical categories inherently have
semantic contents, they can occur in the construction theoretically.

2) The coercive semantic interpretation can be specified in the postulation of EDPC,
which has a number of merits over the lexical-rule approach: (a) It may avoid the
unnecessary addition of attributive senses for nominal predicate, especially novel
expressions. (b) It may allow Creatlve sense extenswns of certain contextually-defined
lexically non-gradable attrlbutlonsA (¢)-|It ymay account for the various verbal
predications. (d) It may expllc&te the JUXJaPGSItIOI’I Qf more than one degree adverb
(e.g., [Degree-ADV [Degree- ADV+ iAP]] (cf Zhang 2002)). (e) It may solve the
problem that demonstratives and: mterrogatlves are also used with a degree modifier to

recall a given attributive quality extracted frorn contexts

Ultimately, the constructional inferences discussed in this study suggest a new
perspective when exploring semantic representation of Mandarin degree adverbs and
the post-adverbial categories: (i) the semantic representation of scalar implicating
qualities should also include constructional entities as part of lexical items (see
Goldberg 1995, Jackendoff 1997a, 2002, Liu 2005); (ii) the mutual applications of
constructional approach and qualia structure may help to resolve the potential
ambiguity (the contextually or culturally-defined information) arising from the

construction.
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