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Abstract

This paper examines two recent micro-changes in verb-object (V-O) com-
pounds in Modern Chinese: the emergence of the “V-|> (g¢)N”construction
and the increasing attachment of direct object to traditional V-O compounds.
By analyzing these linguistic shifts within the framework of Construction
Grammar and language change, this study reveals how these micro-changes
reflect broader linguistic evolution and adaption, influenced by socio-cultural
shifts and language contact phenomena. Additionally, the paper discusses the
implications of these micro-changes for teaching Chinese as a second lan-
guage, highlighting the challenges and pedagogical strategies needed to ad-
dress evolving linguistic forms. This investigation not only contributes to our
understanding of specific linguistic phenomena but also enriches the broader
discourse on language as an adaptive system, responding to communicative
needs and cultural interactions.
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Introduction

The study of language change is a fascinating area that provides insights
into the dynamic and adaptive nature of human communication systems. While
large-scale linguistic changes often capture significant attention, the subtler
shifts that occur at the micro-level can be equally revealing. These micro-
changes, though incremental, reflect the intricate interplay between language
structure, cognitive processes, and shifting socio-cultural contexts.

One domain where such micro-changes are particularly evident is the
realm of Chinese verb-object compounds. These unique linguistic construc-
tions, characterized by their dual nature as cohesive units that can separate
into distinct components, have undergone notable transformations in recent
years. Specifically, two key phenomena have emerged: the emergence of
“V/~ (g¢)N” construction and the increasing attachment of direct objects to
traditional V-O compounds. These micro-changes in V-O compounds are not
merely isolated linguistic quirks but rather manifestations of broader proc-
esses of language change. They provide a window into the complex inter-
play between structural constraints, cognitive processes, and communicative
demands that shape the evolution of linguistic systems.

Through a comprehensive examination of these micro-changes in Chinese
verb-object compounds, this paper aims to make several significant contri-
butions. First, it seeks to elucidate the underlying mechanisms driving these
shifts, drawing upon theoretical frameworks such as Construction Grammar
and language contact phenomena. By analyzing the interplay between high-
frequency exemplars, analogical processes, and socio-cultural factors, we can
gain a deeper understanding of the forces that catalyze language change.

Second, this study aims to shed light on the implications of these micro-
changes for language pedagogy, particularly in the domain of teaching Chi-
nese as a second language. As these subtle shifts permeate into mainstream
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usage, educators face the challenge of navigating the delicate balance between
preserving linguistic norms and acknowledging the dynamic nature of language.

Ultimately, by exploring these micro-changes in Chinese V-O compounds,
this paper seeks to contribute to our broader understanding of language as a
living, adaptive system that evolves in response to the ever-changing needs
and contexts of its speakers.

Research Background

Challenges in Teaching Separable Compounds Words in Chinese as a Sec-
ond Language

One of the major challenges for non-native learners in studying Chinese lies
in the mastery of separable compound words, known as lihé ci (Z5&7H).
These challenges stem largely from the dual functionality of these compounds,
which can exist both in their combined form (hé &) and in their separated
form (1i 59).

Learners exhibit a clear bias in dealing with these words. On one hand,
they tend to use these compounds in their combined form, showing reluc-
tance to separate the components even when contextually appropriate. Wang’s
investigation using the Global Chinese Interlanguage Corpus at Beijing Lan-
guage and Culture University highlighted the difficulties Chinese learners
face with these constructions. An analysis of 442 sentences containing 16
high-frequency separable compounds revealed a 27.4% error rate in their
use, with 80.2% of errors due to failure to appropriately separate the com-
pounds. On the other hand, when learners do attempt to separate these com-
pounds, they often incorrectly insert aspect marker excessively while under-
utilizing measure words, including the use of “/> (g¢)” (Wang 2002; Huang
et al. 2015). Common errors include constructions like:

(a) *WSKRIEHAL
(W0 jmtian qingke ni.)
‘I will treat you today.’
(b) *F R LR =/ -
(W0 meéitian shangke san xidoshi.)
’I have three hours of class every day.’
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(c) *hf I EHEK T -
(Tamen you changgg qilaile.)
‘They started singing again.’

(d) *SFRE -
(Ta xiézi hén hao.)
‘She writes very well.’

(e) *tr—E|EEFATI
(Ta yi dao sushe¢ jiu bangmang wo.)
‘As soon as he got to the dorm, he helped me out.’

(O P - FAEIRIE <

(W0 dangmian ta shud: “Wo bu xihuan ni.”)

‘I said to his face, “I don’t like you.””
These examples illustrate typical errors that arise from the improper separa-
tion and combination of components within separable words. In (¢), the di-
rectional complement #E3 (qilai) is incorrectly positioned after the VO
compound MEHX (changgg), which disrupts the fluency of the sentence.
AT IEFESFE T (Tamen you chang qi gé laile) should be the correct
sentence. Moreover, the underlined H5{UF, (bangmang wo) in (e) illustrates
a common error where the learner has directly attached the object F, (wo)
to the separable compound word F3[T- (bangmang), without the necessary
preposition to correctly format the sentence. Since the argument structure of
the verb is satisfied within the compound by taking an object, almost all
separable compounds cannot take a direct object. Therefore, the correct form
should use a preposition to introduce the object: fi—F|f5=Rt 25T FT
(Ta yi dao sushé jiu géi wo bangmang).

Recent Micro-changes in Verb-Object Compounds

In recent years, several micro-changes have been observed in the usage of
v-0 compounds in Modern Chinese, reflecting broader trends in linguistic
evolution and adaptation. Two interesting phenomena include the subjec-
tification of the “V/{> (gé)N” construction and the emergence of construc-
tions that allow for external direct objects in traditional verb-object com-
pounds.
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The “V- (gé)N” construction, traditionally used to express a quantifiable
action in a non-subjective manner, has undergone a shift towards greater
subjectivity. This change is characterized by the construction being used to
convey actions in a more casual context, often integrated with ““Ngk2...”
(bt jiushi) construction, which downplays the significance of the action or
event. Concurrently, there has been an expansion in the structural flexibility
of verb-object compounds, allowing for the attachment of external direct
objects. Traditionally, compounds like UL[A] (jianmian) or &% (xizdo) do
not accommodate external direct object due to the self-contained nature of
their structure, where the verb and its object are lexically bound. This new
phenomenon challenges the traditional internal object structure and reflects
an evolving need for greater syntactic flexibility in response to communica-
tive demands.

These micro changes in V-O compounds will be explored in greater detail
in subsequent sections, focusing on their implications for our understanding
of language change and acquisition in a socio-linguistic context.

Issues in Verb-Object Compounds Research

The separability frequency of separable compounds varies greatly, with
some having a relatively high frequency of separation, while others have a
low or even extremely low frequency. Wang’s (2011) comprehensive exami-
nation through a large linguistic corpus, specifically focusing on the separa-
ble words listed in the HSK Graded Character List N AE 7K 3573 ZE 0 A 4N
(Hanyti shuiping cihui deéngji dagang) reveals significant disparities in
separability frequencies. The average separability frequency among the 207
words studied was merely 0.056. Only four words exhibited a separability
frequency over 0.5, and a substantial 87.9% had frequencies below 0.2, un-
derscoring that for 98.1% of the causes, the combined form (hé &) is more
common than the separated form (Ii &). This phenomenon raises the ques-
tion of why some separable compound words are more prone to separation
while others are not, and what factors determine this variability.

Scholars have proposed various theories to explain what influences the
degree of separability in separable verbs. Huang et.al (2015) suggest that
the separability is influenced by the nature of the object (O) in the V-O com-
pounds. Their posits that if the object represents a free morpheme, the com-
pound is more likely to exhibit higher separability, as seen in examples like
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NEEX (changge) and 5= (xiézi). Conversely, when the object is not a free
morpheme, as in JL[A] (jianmian) or % (lifd), the separability is notably
lower. This viewpoint draws on Claudia Ross’s discussion on cognate objects,
where she argues that certain verbs in Mandarin are obligatorily transitive
due to their thematic structure and the presence of cognate objects, which
are often semantically weak or empty (Ross, 1998). Her examination of the
thematic roles and the aspectual properties of verbs underscores the complex-
ity of verb-object interactions, suggesting that the obligatory transitivity im-
posed by cognate objects can influence the separability of the verb-object pair.
However, the conclusions drawn from Ross’s discussion are contentious.
Several examples used to support this theory in this paper do not align with
standard Chinese syntax, which challenges the reliability of these theories,
such as:
(a) *RHKT A KT HERAKT -
(W0 maile yi bén shii, maile bantian méi mai dao.)
‘I bought a book, bought it for half a day, but didn’t succeed in buying it.’
(b) *FLEIRAAS -
(W0 géi ni jiaoshil.)
‘I teach you.’
(©) *RERMKT % -
(W0 gén ta maile che.)
‘I bought a car from him.’
(d) *FE/SERS -
(W0 zou/pao Iu.)
‘I walk/run.’

Furthermore, focusing solely on the object in V-O compounds appears in-
sufficient in explaining variations in separability. This approach fails to ac-
count for differences observed in “V-|> (g¢)N” construction, where the sepa-
rability does not seem to depend merely on the nature of the object. For
example:

(a) MEEK
(chang gé g&)
‘sing a song’
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(b) 5NF

(xi€ ge zi)

‘write a character’
(c) MK

(li gé fa)

‘get a haircut’

(d) WA
(jian g¢ mian)
‘meet up’
These instances show that the “V-{> (g¢)N” construction can apply equally
to verbs with both free and bound objects, suggesting that other factors may
influence the degree of separability.

Theoretical Framework:
Construction Grammar and Language Micro-change

Construction Grammar conceptualizes language as comprising constructions,
which are fundamental units of language change. These constructions are
form-meaning pairings that vary in complexity and size, representing a net-
work of interconnected linguistic elements.

Constructions are made up of many properties (features in some models).
Minimally, these properties are: semantics, pragmatics, discourse function on
the meaning side and syntax, morphology, phonology on the form side (Croft
2001). The richness and multidimensionality of these properties imply that
any change in one aspect could significantly influence the overall dynamics
of the construction within the linguistic network. Constructions can range
from simple, “atomic” elements that are indivisible, such as the plural noun
inflection in English, to complex structures like phrases, clauses, or even entire
sentences. For instance, complex quantifiers like “a lot of X” and pseudo-
cleft constructions such as “What I did was drive to Santa Cruz” exemplify
the varied sizes and complexities constructions can assume (Goldberg, 2006).

Over the past two decades, the conception of language as a system of
form-meaning pairs, or ‘signs’, has been emphasized in usage-based models
of language. These models argue that language is fundamentally a collection
of such pairings, which are used and adapted by speakers in real-time com-
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munication. The implication is that language change involves shifts in how
these constructions are used and understood within the speech community
(Goldberg, 1995, 2006; Croft, 2001). Goldberg (1995, 2006) and Croft (2001)
have extensively developed this idea, proposing usage-based models where
language is understood as a dynamic system of these form-meaning pairs.

In addition, High-frequency exemplars play a crucial role in language
change. This concept, central to the usage-based models of Construction Gram-
mar, highlights how linguistic categories are not static but evolve through
the dynamic interplay of various exemplars within a linguistic community.
According to Nosofsky (1988) and Strack & Mussweiler (1997), linguistic
categories emerge from the associated space shared by different exemplars,
with high-frequency exemplars serving as cognitive anchors around which
less frequently occurring exemplars are organized.

Goldberg (2005) further elaborates on this by noting that when the lin-
guistic input is skewed—meaning that the frequencies of certain exemplars
are significantly higher—these high-frequency exemplars become salient stan-
dards of comparison. This salience allows them to influence how other, less
frequent, constructions are understood and used, essentially guiding the ana-
logical processes that underpin much of language change. As a result, these
high-frequency exemplars become entrenched in the minds of language users,
not merely as isolated instances but as central components of a form-meaning
pairing that define the norms of usage within the language. Moreover, Gold-
berg’s earlier work (1995, 2006) introduces the idea that the entrenchment
of these constructions, driven by their idiosyncratic or frequent usage, solidi-
fies their status within the linguistic system. These constructions, character-
ized by specific semantic, syntactic, or phonological features, become deeply
embedded in the cognitive framework of the language user. This deep em-
bedding facilitates the process by which linguistic change occurs, not through
abrupt or systemic shifts as traditional models might suggest, but through
gradual and often subtle shifts in usage patterns led by these exemplars.

Thus, the evolution of linguistic constructions is a complex interplay of
cognitive processes and usage patterns where high-frequency exemplars play
a pivotal role. By acting as anchors, they not only influence individual in-
stances of language use but also guide the broader trajectories of linguistic
change, making them fundamental to understanding how languages evolve
and adapt over time.
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In the theoretical framework of Construction Grammar, language change
is often conceptualized as a series of subtle, incremental adjustments within
the network of constructions that constitute a language. This perspective high-
lights that changes in language constructions—be they lexical, syntactic, or
morphological—are not monolithic shifts but consist of numerous micro-steps.

Constructionalization, as posited by Traugott and Trousdale (2013), refers
to the process through which new constructions emerge, encompassing new
forms, new meanings, or both, and becoming integrated into the linguistic
network of a community of speakers. It’s often accompanied by alterations
in the extent of abstraction, productivity, and the degree to which a con-
struction’s meaning can be predicted from its parts.

Such changes are not abrupt but occur through a series of incremental
adjustments, known as micro-steps, which cumulatively contribute to the
evolution of the language’s constructional landscape. While some micro-
constructions emerge gradually, others appear suddenly. Gradual develop-
ments often involve procedural changes, while instantaneous ones tend to
carry specific content. While each step in this process happens instantly
within an individual’s mind, the overall progression towards constructing
something new takes place gradually through a sequence of these micro-
steps. However, even these sudden changes are preceded by a background
of smaller, less noticeable shifts that set the stage for the new construction
to be accepted and integrated into the linguistic community.

External factors, such as cultural shifts and language contact, also signifi-
cantly influence constructional change. Language contact, in particular, has
been shown to induce syntactic changes as languages borrow and adapt fea-
tures from each other. Eva Agnes Kiss delves into this intersection in her
examination of syntactic changes within the Hungarian language. Through a
meticulous analysis of the Hungarian verbal complex, she elucidates how
contact with other linguistic systems has historically shaped syntactic con-
structions. Specifically, Kiss demonstrates how Turkic influence catalyzed
a process of intricate tense system development, followed by a subsequent
simplification spurred by Slavic influence. This historical trajectory under-
scores the intricate interplay between language contact and syntactic evolu-
tion, raising poignant inquiries into the structural conditions conducive to
the borrowing and adaptation of linguistic systems. Similarly, broader socie-
tal changes are also pivotal in shaping linguistic structures. Cultural transi-
tions reflect shifts in the values, norms, and communicative needs of a speech
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community, which in turn influence linguistic expressions and constructions.
For instance, the evolution of negation patterns in Middle English provides
a clear example of how linguistic structures adapt in response to changing
linguistic preferences within a community. As negation strategies shifted, they
not only reflected but also facilitated changes in the communicative practices
and cognitive orientations of English speakers.

Verb-Object Compounds in Modern Chinese

In the study of Chinese linguistics, verb-object compounds hold a significant
position due to their complexity and frequency of use. Notably, most V-O
compounds are considered separable compounds (Li and Thompson, 1981;
Sun, 2016). The term 74 (1ihé ci) was first introduced by Lu Zhiwei in
his seminal work, Chinese Morphology X iE/IF2)1A))% (Hanyu de goucifa,
1957). In this book, Lu Zhiwei was the first to coin the term Z&1H (1ihé ci)
to describe these unique constructions in Chinese morphology. Following Lu,
Cao Baoping and Feng Guihua (2003) further develop the concept in their
work, The Formation and Separability Rules of Separable Words &&17HY
TR K B & N3 (Lihéct de gouchéng ji lihé guilii). They categorized sepa-
rable words into three distinct structures, verb-object, verb-complement, and
adjunct structures.

Another significant contribution to the field was made by Zhang Shoukang
in On Chinese Word-Formation W& 1EF1A]E (Liié lun hanyi gouctfd,
1957), where he first discussed the concept of separable words. He argued that
units like 35 (géming), PkEE (tiaowll), W% (xizdo), and #7455 (jigong),
which were initially identified by Zhao Yuanren, are neither purely syntactic
phrases nor complete words but rather something in-between. Zhang de-
scribed these units as separable words because they typically function as a
single component in syntax. For example, in the sentence 5% T (wo xizdo
le), the unit % (xizd0) acts as the predicate rather than ¢ (xi) as the
predicate and % (z#0) as the object. However, when analyzed through the
grammatical features of words, they also qualify as phrases due to their
internal structure. Therefore, these dominantly structured “separable verbs”
act as a single “word” when combined but function as a “phrase” when used
separately.
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Nature of Separable Words

The nature of separable words in Chinese—whether they belong to the
category of words, phrases, or a liminal state between the two—remains a
focal point of contention within the field of Chinese linguistics. This debate
is characterized by diverse perspectives and ongoing disputes, as scholars
continue to present varied interpretations based on their analyses.

From the perspective of those advocating for the lexical classification,
separable compounds are considered closer to words or fully lexicalized en-
tities due to their semantic specificity and the binding nature of their mor-
phemic compounds. Lin Handa was among the first, in 1953, to treat separa-
ble compounds as a distinct type of word, which he termed “Z&& 7)1
(jiéhé dongci)”. He argued that these are verbs composed with an adjunct
that can incorporate certain syllables in between; the adjunct completes the
action denoted by the verb but does not serve as the object of that action.
Zhao Shuhua and Zhang Baolin (1996) provided a comprehensive discussion
on separable compounds. They discussed these compounds in terms of their
common and special cases, and their original and variant forms, arguing that
such words exhibit two distinct morphological states which can change tem-
porarily. The trend towards syllabification in Chinese supports common com-
bined form, while the flexibility within the language allows for the occasional
separated form, making these compounds a unique class of words distinct
from typical words. Rao Qin (2001) approached separable compounds from a
valency perspective, analyzing verb-object structures and concluding that
separable compounds belong to the category of intransitive verbs. Support-
ing this perspective, lexicalist theories, as discussed by Jerome Packard in
2000, treat separable verbs as words that are subject to grammatical opera-
tions to meet the needs of specific contexts within sentences.

Conversely, advocates for the phrasal interpretation, such as Lii Shuxiang
(1979), argue that general separable words should be classified as phrases
from a grammatical standpoint. Lii highlighted the contradictions between
syntax and morphology, noting that while compounds like H# T (shuijiao)
and ¥T{L (dazhang) could be considered words from a morphological per-
spective, their syntactic behavior compels their classification as phrases due
to their separability and positional variability. Zhu Dexi (1982) adopted the
approach of “separated as a phrase, combined as a word.” He used the method
of extension as a boundary, arguing that verb-object compound verbs before
extension are compound words, but once extended, they belong to a combi-
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natory verb-object structure. Structurally, Zhu pointed out that 177z (chifan)
is an agglutinative verb-object phrase where both the verb “liZ, (chi)” and
the object “Ift (fan)” are independent words. Conversely, in [IZ, % (chikui), the
“z (kul)” functions as a bound morpheme and not as an independent word,
making 177 (chikui) a compound verb-object word rather than a verb-object
structure. Unlike other types of compound words, verb-object compound
words can often be extended, transitioning from compound words to combina-
torial structures upon expansion. Liu Yuehua (1983), in her work on Practi-
cal Grammar of Modern Chinese, referred to separable compounds as “tightly
bound verb-object phrases.” Similarly, Wang Li (1946) described separable
compounds as “{/7i& (Iéyt)” indicating that expressions like 1715 (shuohua),
fifEhe (shuijiao), FEFE (zoulu), and = (haibing) that could extend into
Wi A% (shud dahua), BE 7 —5% (shuile y1 jué), FE/NEE (zOu xidoln), FE T
K7 (hai le dabing) should be considered as phrases.

The third theory posits that these constructions occupy a transitional cate-
gory between words and phrases, possessing characteristics of both. Fan Xiao
(1996) noted that while there are clear distinctions between words and phrases,
there are also ambiguous cases that exhibit features of both, thus residing in
a transitional state. This view supports the notion that linguistic units can
transform from phrases to words and vice versa, representing a quantitative
change that does not fully transition into a new qualitative state until a fun-
damental transformation occurs. Shi Youwei (1999) and Li Linding (1990)
also support this intermediate classification, suggesting that while separable
compounds are closer to words, they embody characteristics of both categories.

The debate extends to those like Lu Zhiwei (1957), who firmly estab-
lished the term “separable word” while simultaneously clarifying its dual
nature. Lu proposed that these compounds behave as a single word when
combined but function as two separate words—or a phrase—when the com-
ponents are split. Lu’s theory was grounded in the distinction between words
and phrases, using an extension method to delineate them. This duality is
foundational to understanding the flexible and dynamic nature of word for-
mation in Chinese, as proposed by scholars like Zhao Yuanren (1968), Hu
Yushu (1995) and Li & Thompson (1989), who described these compounds
as inherently cohesive yet structurally separable, emphasizing their unique
lexical and syntactic properties.
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Grammatical Features of Verb-Object Compounds in Modern Chinese

(1) Typically Do Not Take a Direct Object

Since the argument structure of the verb is satisfied within the compound
by taking an object, almost all V-P compounds cannot take a direct object.
However, there are indeed some V-O compounds that do take a direct object.
For instance:

(2) FHRRLARHIEEE
(Lingdao hén guanxin ni de jiankang.)
‘The boss is very concerned about your health.’
(b) HAHTHELRAEZBIRHILE -
(WoOmen dasuan chiiban yan jiaoshou de zhuanzhu.)
‘We plan to publish Professor Yan’s monograph.’

(2) Insertion of Aspect Markers
An aspect marker can be inserted to separate the verb from its object in a V-O
compound, illustrating a distinct break in the compound:

(@) ENHETALT -

“Miss Wang has graduated.”
(b) ME=-"7 » BT -

(Ta dou sanshile, hai méi liguo fa.)

‘He’s already thirty and hasn’t ever had a haircut.’
(3) Insertion of Measure Phrases
Measure phrases indicating frequency or duration can be inserted between
the verb and the object:

() MAST=FF-
(Ta zhi nianle san nian shi.)
‘He only studied for three years.
(b) /INNFLET SR T =1k °
(Xiao sunzi géi yéye kele san ge tou.)
‘The grandson kowtowed three times to his grandfather.’
(4) Insertion of Pronouns
Personal and interrogative pronouns can be inserted into verb-object com-
pounds. Generally, personal pronouns are followed by “fYy (de)”:
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(a) HHAAIT -
(W6 bang ta de mang.)
‘I helped him out.’

(b) fREf2Zul
(Ni dang shénme x1n.)
“You watch out for what?’

(5) Insertion of Complex Linguistic Components

Verb-object compounds in Modern Chinese allow for the insertion of com-
plex linguistic component such as modifiers including nouns, numerals, ad-
jectives, pronouns, verbs, or phrases before the object component of the v-o
compound:

(a) FEAAHIIT -

(Bang péngyou de mang.)
‘help my friend out.’
(6) Insertion of i€ (qi), I~ (shang) and | (xia):
(a) REPGEEIEE -
(Dajia tiaoqi wu lai.)
‘everyone started dancing.’
(7) Features Reduplication Forms
Unlike general verbs, the reduplication in separable verbs occurs only with
the initial verb-like element in order to indicate a delimitative aspect. While

structures like V-—-Vo or VV-F(kan)-O are not permissible, the pattern
VVO-% (kan) is possible. For example:

(a) M
(shuijiao)
‘sleep’

(b) MG
(shui shui jiao)
‘sleep a little’

(c) *HE—HEHT
(shui yi shui jiao)

(d) *HEEREE T

(shui shui kan jué)
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(e) FERELTE
(shui shui jiao kan)
‘sleep a little’
(8) Repetition with Complements
When separable verbs are used with temporal or modal complements, the
verb-like element preceding the complement must be repeated. This structure
emphasizes the duration or manner of the action. For example:

(2) FeAJHAEER 7 2EA~/ N -
(Women zhaoxiang zhaole ban g¢ xidoshi.)
‘we took photos for half an hour.”
(b) ARSI ET
(Ta paobu pdo dé man toéu shi han.)
‘He ran until he was sweating profusely.’

Recent Micro-changes in Chinese Verb-Object Compounds

“VA~ (g&)N” Construction

The “V-> (g&)N” construction in Modern Chinese is a grammatical structure
where a verb is directly combined with “J~ (ge)” followed by a noun, with-
out an intervening numeral. The characteristics of verb-object compounds
in Modern Chinese that we mentioned earlier, notably its lack of a direct
object and the ability to incorporate aspect markers, form the foundational
underpinnings of the “V-> (g¢)N” construction.

In modern Chinese, ““{> (g&)” is a measure word used frequently to
indicate the concrete quantity of an item. It is applicable to most items that
do not have a specific unit of measurement, and it can even be paired with
some items that have their own appropriate measure words. Its common usage
involves forming a quantity phrase with numerals to modify the following
noun or noun phrase, such as in 45 K17 T —P3EH (W0 jintian chile yigeé
pinggud; I ate an apple today) or ¥k F4F T —4A&+ (WO shangwti kanle
y1 bén shii; I read a book this morning). Instead, “|> (g&)” in “V/> (gé)N”
construction is directly combined with a verb followed by a noun component
which simplifies the expression by omitting the numeral, as seen in examples
like T EFIAHAAIIZ1MR (WO qu hé péngydumen chi gé fan; I’1l go have a
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meal with friends) or FAEZE T LI E )L (WO xidng qu jie shang lit gé
wan’r; | want to take a walk on the street).

Before the constructionalization, the insertion of temporal and quantifying
phrases coexisted with aspect markers, which necessitates consistency with
the subsequent noun in the construction. Examples such as B[ —/]5
(xigle yi gé zi), Ul 7 —ZX A (jianle yi ci mian), 2§ | — - (jidole yi nian
shii), and 21 7 —ZKJi& (hongle yi ci lidn) illustrate this stage of construc-
tional usage. These instances demonstrate that the original constructions
allowed for a quantifier that marked the number of instances or the duration
of an action. As the construction evolved, the specific phrase —> (yi gé)
underwent a transformation into (—)> ([yi] gé), which marks a significant
shift towards subjectification and casualness. The deletion of — (yi), origi-
nally denoting minimal amounts as in —> (yi gé), began to embody a
more subjective tone—indicating something trivial, casual, or of minor impor-
tance. Consequently, the presence of aspect markers became redundant and
other quantifiers began to be replaced by - (gé), which reflects a larger trend
toward a more casual and less formally bound usage in spoken Chinese:

(2) /NI RAEEEE » W — R T -
(Xiao liangkou hong ge lian méi sha yaojin, guo yi ye jiu haole.)
RN S A v I i (8 s
(Xido liangkou hongguo ci lian méi sha yaojin, guo yi y¢ jithaole.)
‘It’s not a big deal for the young couple to have a little argument, it’ll
be fine after a night.’

(b) FN T ALLETRFTERIEN - 18] WA -
(Daole Beijing gé¢i wo da dianhua a, zdnmen jian gé mian.)
*F 7 IR EARF TG - g {0 T KA -
(Daole Béijing g€i wo da dianhua a, zanmen jianle ci mian.)
‘Call me when you get to Beijing, let’s meet up.’
(c) HMFPRT7zh  AHythB D TrEY -
(Zhiging chule ldodong, you de y¢ jiao ge shii sha de.)
*RIFR T 55 AR ET FE DR -
(Zhiqing chule 1aodong, you de y¢ jiaole nian shi sha de.)
‘Besides laboring, some of the sent-down youth also taught or something.’

2P (jido gé shii) in the 1% sentence of (c) features the use of /> (g&) as
a casual quantifier that minimizes the formality and specifies no particular
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quantity or duration. The use of /> (g¢) in this context is subjective which
denotes an activity done in a non-specific and casual manner, suggesting that
the act of teaching is not the primary duty but rather an occasional or sup-
plementary activity. In contrast, the 2" sentence of (c) attempts to use  4F (le
nian) which is grammatically incorrect. The phrase Z{ -4 (jiao le nidnshi)
incorrectly combines the aspect marker | (le, which indicates completion)
with a measure word £F (shii), implying a specific duration that contradicts
the casual tone set by the rest of the sentence.

The “V> (g¢)N” construction is a grammatical construction that has
evolved from quantifying expressions to a structure that expresses subjective
diminishing. Notably, this construction emerges from the category of “V
& 0% (liang ké shit) N” and has been restructured through structuralization,
thereby inheriting the semantic features associated with small-scale actions
(Lei, 2017).

Subjectivity in language is the presence of personal expression within dis-
course, where the speaker infuses their stance, attitude, and emotions into the
conversation. This subjective tint is often expressed through specific gram-
matical structures or evolves through linguistic changes to accommodate
such expressions (Shen, 2001). In the case of the “V-|> (g¢)N” construction,
this subjectification is particularly pronounced, serving as a mechanism to
convey minimal quantities in a subjective context (Wang, 1999; Li, 1988,
1999; Wang, 2005; Wang, 2013; Ren, 2013; Li, 1992; Zhou, 2011). This con-
struction is marked by two primary features: quantitative minimality and tem-
poral brevity. The numeral “/|> (g&)” typically modifies nouns that denote a
small quantity of tangible objects, while the verbs indicate actions of short
duration. Together, these elements express the semantic characteristic of the
construction, encapsulating brief actions that impact minimal quantities of
objects, thereby emphasizing a subjective interpretation of events.

While the aforementioned studies have significantly contributed to un-
derstanding the semantics and pragmatic functions of > (g¢), they often
discuss it in isolation. This narrow focus has somewhat limited our under-
standing of the grammaticalization processes at play, neglecting how /> (g¢)
contributes to the larger syntactic and semantic changes within the construc-
tion. To fully appreciate the complexity and dynamics of the “V-{> (g¢)N” con-
struction, it is essential to consider it within the broader context of construc-
tion grammar and language change. The shift towards viewing -~ (g¢) as a
marker of triviality not only alters the construction’s meaning but also its
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function in discourse. Such changes are emblematic of the adaptive nature of
language, where constructions evolve in response to shifts in speaker in-
tentions and communicative needs.

Analogy of the “V/{> (g¢)N” Construction

The “V/> (g¢)N” construction, traditionally reserved for verb-object com-
pound, has expanded to encompass non-VO compounds through a process
of grammaticalization and analogical extension. In cases where the typical
“V/~ (g&)N” format does not apply, an interstitial “{> (g¢)’ can be introduced
between two morphemes, expanding the structure. This expansion refers to
the broadening of newly formed structures by relaxing certain grammatical
constraints, making them applicable to larger linguistic contexts where origi-
nally the insertion of “|> (g¢€)’ would not be permissible. Structures such as
predicative adjuncts and serial verb constructions have thus evolved under
the strong analogical influence of the “V-{> (g¢)N” pattern, forming new struc-
tural types. Although these analogically derived structures may differ from
the typical “V-|> (g¢)N” format in superficial grammatical significance, they
share a deep semantic purpose: by incorporating ‘> (gé)’, they transform
an unbounded, abstract activity into a bounded, concrete event. For example:

(2) JE T RRARAEEW o B M 26

(Méishile jiu 1ii g¢ you a, yu gé jia ya shénme de.)

‘If there’s nothing else, go on a trip or do some yoga or something.’
(b) SRIEFEAG -

(Jintian déi mian ge shi.)

‘I have a job interview today.’

The underlined [H“{>5, (mian g¢ shi) in (b) illustrate the innovative appli-
cation of the “V-|> (g¢)N” construction beyond traditional verb-object settings
through analogy. However, the insertion of -}~ (g¢) is not universally ap-
plicable as demonstrated by the ungrammaticality of 2>, (bi g¢ shi) and
173, (kou gé shi). These examples highlight the semantic constraints—*-]
(ge€)’ favors contexts where the action can be conceptually segmented or
quantified, a condition not met by the inherently indivisible nature of Z£ 13
(bishi) and 17 (koushi).

Instances of this extended use are not uncommon in spoken language. In
the data from BLCU Corpus Center as of October 10, 2021, we observed 1 in-
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stance of &[>T (jian gé xing), 2 instances of {714 (qi gé ddo), and 333 in-
stances of jit{™}i# (1l g you). These examples highlight the adaptability of
the “V-> (g¢)N” construction in accommodating non-conventional verb-object
compounds through the insertion of “}>.

The “V-> (g&)N” construction enhances the expression of actions as
trivial or casual. This effect is further amplified when combined with the
“AHLAE (ba jiushi)...” construction, a rhetorical device that trivializes even
significant or positive events. The corpus evidence indicates that the “V/>
(g¢)N” construction has been widely utilized since as early as 1947, with at
least 122 recorded instances across seven different types of usage. This wide-
spread historical usage underscores its established role in the language. How-
ever, its integration with the ““~ 72 (b jitshi)...” construction marks a more
recent linguistic development, which underscores the dynamic nature of lan-
guage as it adapts to cultural and social changes. This process of amalgama-
tion involves blending the “V-{> (g¢)N” construction, which already imparts
a casual and manageable perception of events, with the ““R it /2 (bu jitshi)...”
construction that typically downplays the significance of the described ac-
tions or situations. The ““FN i & (bu jiushi)...” construction, explored by Yin
Shulin (2007), is noted for its rhetorical use in Mandarin, often employed to
convey a rhetorical question or to question the inevitability or significance
of an outcome. The combined effect of these constructions not only allows
speakers to trivialize and casually mention minor or negative occurrences
but also extends to traditionally significant and positive events, thus subjec-
tivizing and diminishing their perceived importance. This linguistic strategy
is exemplified in sentences such as:

(2) ARUEZEAEN > e |
(Bu jiushi jié gé hiin ma, shéi pa shéi a!)
‘It's just getting married, who's afraid?’
(b) ARE LB > AR ?
(Bu jiushi dang ge¢ guan ma, hai néng ba wo nén zhu?)
‘It's just being an official, how could that stump me?’
(a) exemplifies how the combination of ““f#f+E (ba jiushi)...” and “V-/>
(g¢)N” constructions diminishes the perceived significance of marriage (“454%
jiéhiin”), traditionally seen as a significant event. By employing these con-
structions, the phrase trivializes marriage, presenting it as an ordinary, insignifi-
cant event.
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Another interesting phenomenon of the “V-> (g¢)N” construction is the
fixation of certain nouns within the construction, which conveys specific
meanings or implications. A notable example of this phenomenon is observed
in the colloquial expression “V({/k ni)[>=k (gétou)”, where the noun =k (tou)
is fixed and used to emphatically reject the preceding verb action (V). Com-
pared to a simple refusal, it enriches the emotional depth of the interaction,
allowing speakers to express emotions such as anger or joking more vividly.
For instance, in a dialogue where one suggests going to karaoke after dinner:

() TZZETRARFEEKNHIIE |
(Chi wan fan dajia qu K g¢ g€ ba!)
‘Let’s go karaoke after dinner!’

(b) KRV KM | E ) L58 T3H ?
(K(ni) ge tou a! Hud’r gan wanle méiyou?)
‘What are you talking about? Have you finished the work?’

The underlined phrase in the response uses the construction to express hu-
morously feign anger, thereby rejecting the proposal.

The evolution and amalgamation of the “V-|> (gé)N” construction align
with Elizabeth Traugott’s theory of linguistic change as a “succession of micro-
steps” (2010). These steps reflect gradual and continuous changes in language
structures that combine and merge, contributing to the overall dynamics of
linguistic evolution. The “V-|> (g¢)N” construction’s adaptability in incorpo-
rating fixed nouns to convey specific meanings exemplifies the dynamic in-
terplay between language structure and communicative needs. It represents
a microcosm of broader linguistic evolution, where small changes accumulate
over time, driven by shifts in social interaction and cultural norms.

Direct Object Attachment in Verb-Object Compounds

As we mentioned earlier, in the typical structure of Chinese verb-object com-
pounds, the direct object is generally internal to the construction, meaning
that the compound itself is self-contained and typically does not take an
additional direct object. Jerome Packard (2000) succinctly explains that the
verb’s thematic object role is already satisfied within the compound, pre-
cluding further object attachment under normal circumstances.

The structural integrity of V-O compounds often poses a challenge to native
English speakers learning Chinese. Errors commonly arise when learners at-
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tempt to add a direct object to these inherently complete structures. Please
see some typical errors made by American students with this regard:

(a) *FLSK PN FZEUAEEN -
(W0 jmtian xiawl yao jianmian laoshi.)
‘I want to meet the teacher this afternoon.’

(b) *5’&5‘&%%%2‘5@%‘54\@

ey e

‘Mr. Zhang hopes to marry Miss Li.’

An incorrect construction like (a) arises from the direct translation of English
sentence structures (I want to meet the teacher this afternoon) into Chinese.
The correct structure necessitates the introduction of another element, typically
a preposition, to properly link the object, thus the correct sentence should
be Tk 5K N FZEAIE T WL (WO jintian xiawll yao hé 1doshi jianmian).

Despite this general rule, there are some verb-object compounds with
transitive meanings do take a direct object, highlighting a degree of flexi-
bility in V-O compound usage — for example, /(s (guanxin), i (chiibdn),
15:3E (dézui), and JEE (zhuyi), as in:

() EARIEZZE -
(Qing dajia zhuyi anquan.)
‘Please pay attention to safety.’
(b) KBTI -

(Fumu shifén danxin haizi de anquan.)
‘Parents are very worried about their children’s safety.’

However, recent linguistic observations indicate an increase in the frequency
with which direct objects are attached to verb-object compounds in Modern
Chinese. This micro-change is evident in slogans and colloquial expressions
such as:

(2) dbmZEFHEIE |
(B&ijing gianshou aoyun!)
‘Beijing joins hands with the Olympics!’
(b) KZHIELZEE -
(Zhangyimoéu dadang caiguodqiang.)
‘Zhang Yimou collaborates with Cai Guogiang.’
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(c) FRNEMLEEIR T -
(W06 zudéwan zuomeng nile.)
‘I dreamt about you last night.’

The origins of such usage can be traced back to as early as 1947, with phrases
like 2=/ NihR (yuéhui xido giiniang), suggesting that the capacity for V-O
compounds to take a direct object has been a latent feature of Chinese. Over
the decades, the adoption and spread of such usage have gained momentum
influenced significantly by two primary factors. Firstly, the rise in direct object
attachment within verb-object compounds can be attributed to language con-
tact phenomena. According to the imperfect learning hypothesis, second lan-
guage learners, especially within immigrant communities, often acquire and
utilize the target language imperfectly. This imperfect learning, characterized
by deviations from native norms, can seep into the broader linguistic commu-
nity, influencing and altering mainstream usage patterns (Lefebrre, 1998;
Siegel, 2003; Migge and Smith, 2007). Another driving force behind this lin-
guistic change is the pragmatic need to restructure information within sen-
tences. The direct attachment of objects allows speakers to emphasize or
highlight certain elements over others, thus facilitating a different focus or
interpretation in communication. This need for flexibility in information pres-
entation has led to the creative adaptation of traditional V-O compounds, ac-
commodating more dynamic and expressive sentence structures.

Due to the increasing interactions between native Chinese speakers and
Chinese learners, the imperfect learning errors of these learners have sur-
prisingly “inspired” native speakers, incorporating these eros into the struc-
tures of their mother tongue. Historically, this type of language change
induced by imperfect learning has occurred multiple times within the history
of Chinese language (Mithun, 1988; Peng, 2017; Shen, 2014; Cao and Yu,
2017). Today, this kind of change is happening again:

(2) FIMNEF ] BRI EHAIES 0N - (CAEIHEE)
(Di ér waiyt xuéxi zhé xiiyao tidozhan y1 tao xin de yliyan fanchoéu.
[Shi laosht tiyao])
‘Second language learners need to tackle a new set of linguistic cate-
gories.’
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(b) M= RSB R SRS AT ? — (BOFRE)
(Ht Lan: Ni zaoyao wo y€ zdo dé gaoming yixié hao bu hao? —
“Tudkou xiu dahui™)

‘Hulan: If you’re going to spread rumors about me, could you at
least do it more cleverly? — Rock & Roast’

(¢) TA&SL:ARESIK?
(Wang Zhiwén: Ni shéngqi wo?)
‘Wang Zhiwen: Are you mad at me?’
PN A R L — (CRIR)
(Li Xidoran: Shéng, tebié sheng!—“Dazhangfi”)
‘Li Xiaoran: Yes, very much so! — May December Love’

The underlying pragmatic motive for this syntactic variation appears to be Chi-
nese native speakers’ need to reorganize information structure in discourse.
Specifically, the arrangement of information in a sentence influence how in-
formation is highlighted and perceived by listeners. Traditional constructions
such as ff (gén) sb 4545 (jiéhin) limited the information structure by in-
herently focusing on the verb £54§ (jiéhiin)as the new information and the
focal point of the sentence. In contrast, emerging constructions like Z5#%
(jiehiin) sb shift the focus, placing emphasis on the object of the action, i.e.,
the person being married. This shift allows speakers to highlight different
elements of the sentence depending on the conversational context. This ma-
nipulation is evident when comparing the following questions:

(a) PRERIEZHLS ?
(N1 gén shéi jiéhiin?)
‘Who are you marrying?’
(b) {R&GHEIE ?
(N1 jiéhiin shéi?)
‘Who are you marrying?’
The traditional form (a) positions 254 (jiéhiin) as the primary focus. In con-
trast, the newer form (b) shifts the focus to i (shéi), the object, thereby alter-
ing the information structure. The existence of both constructions within Chi-
nese suggests a functional differentiation driven by the speakers’ intent to
manipulate the focus within their utterances. Since the functions of the two
constructions differ, there is a necessity for both to exist. The alternative
construction 254§ (jiéhtin) sb not only breaks from the norm but also pro-
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vides linguistic evidence of evolving language usage that responds to specific
contextual needs. Such variations are indicative of a dynamic aspect of lan-
guage change, where forms evolve and diverge to meet the expressive de-
mands of speakers.

Implications for Teaching Chinese as a Second Language

Teaching verb-object compound is one of the significant challenges in the
domain of teaching Chinese as a second language. These challenges are com-
pounded by the micro-changes occurring in contemporary usage, which can
lead to confusion among learners. This section explores pedagogical strate-
gies for addressing the micro-changes observed in V-O compounds, which
are crucial for ensuring effective language acquisition.

First of all, in teaching Chinese as a second language, it is crucial to dis-
tinguish between the cultivation of receptive and productive language skills.
Students should be exposed to new expressions and constructions to develop
a comprehensive understanding of modern usage. However, they should not
be encouraged to imitate and use these constructions hastily in their own
speech or writing. Educators should not hasten to introduce these new expres-
sions actively in the classroom. Instead, the focus should be on clarifying these
constructions when queried by students, providing authoritative responses that
help them understand the constructions without overwhelming them with the
complexities of evolving language usage.

Furthermore, teachers should avoid immediately dismissing emerging lin-
guistics forms as mere errors or mislearning. Language is inherently dynamic,
and what might seem like a minor variation today could lead to systematic
changes over time. The micro changes observed in compound words reflect
ongoing evolutions in the language, which may become standard usage over
time. Therefore, recognizing and understanding these subtle shifts is crucial.
By acknowledging and discussing these changes, teachers can foster a deeper
understanding of language dynamics among students. This approach not only
enriches the learners’ linguistic insights but also prepares them to engage with
a living language that evolves with its cultural and communication contexts.

In teaching Chinese as a second language, a balanced approach towards
the micro changes in compound words is essential. Educators should foster
an environment where students are informed about the dynamics of language
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evolution but are also guided to adopt these changes judiciously in their lan-
guage practice. This method not only enhances learning outcomes but also
respects the natural progression of language as it adapts to new communica-
tive needs.

Conclusion

This study has highlighted two primary micro-changes in Chinese verb-object
compounds: the emergence and adaptation of the “V-/{> (g&)N” construction
and the increasing instances of direct object attachments to traditional V-O
compounds. Through a comprehensive examination of these phenomena,
several key conclusions can be drawn.

Firstly, The “V-> (g¢)N” construction illustrates a shift from specific quan-
tification to expressing actions with subjective and casual nuances, highlight-
ing the flexibility and adaptability of language to cultural and communicative
changes. Also, the integration with ““~ /2 (bu jiushi)...” and the fixation
of certain nouns within the construction reflect gradual and continuous changes
in language structures that combine and merge, contributing to the overall
dynamics of linguistic evolution.

Secondly, the attachment of direct objects to V-O compounds challenges
the traditional structural constraints of these compounds. This micro-change
appears to be driven by language contact phenomena, particularly the influ-
ence of imperfect learning among second language learners, as well as prag-
matic needs for flexible information structuring within utterances.

These findings underscore the dynamic and adaptive nature of language,
which continuously evolves to meet the changing communicative needs of
its speakers. The study of micro-changes in linguistic constructions provides
a window into the intricate mechanisms that drive language change, highlight-
ing the interplay between cognitive processes, structural constraints, and socio-
cultural factors.

The implications of these micro-changes extend beyond theoretical sig-
nificance. In the domain of teaching Chinese as a second language, acknowl-
edging and addressing these evolving constructions is crucial for fostering
comprehensive language competence among learners. By adopting a balanced
approach that recognizes the dynamic nature of language while guiding
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judicious usage, educators can enrich the learning experience and prepare
students for effective communication in a living linguistic environment.

Future research can build upon this foundation by exploring additional
micro-changes in other linguistic domains, such as morphology, syntax, and
semantics. Longitudinal studies tracking the evolution of these constructions
over time would provide valuable insights into the trajectories of language
change. Additionally, incorporating sociolinguistic factors, such as regional
variations, age, and socioeconomic status, could further elucidate the intricate
interplay between language and sociocultural dynamics.

In conclusion, the exploration of micro-changes in Chinese V-O com-
pounds serves as a microcosm of the broader quest to unravel the intricate
mechanics of language change. By delving into these subtle shifts, we not
only gain insights into the specific linguistic phenomena at hand but also
contribute to our collective understanding of language as a living, adaptive
system that mirrors the ever-evolving needs and contexts of its speakers.
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