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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Motivation and purpose 

Neutral verbs, like put and remove, designate a basic pattern of human activities 

and experiences.   Evidence is from two perspectives: first, from language 

acquisition, Clark (1978, 1996), citing data from Grégorie (1973) for French, 

Bowerman (1973) for Finnish, Park (1977) for Korean, Sanchés (1978) for Japanese, 

claims that cross-linguistically, general purpose verbs, like put, are among the first 

and most frequent verbs in children’s speech.  Clark (1996) furthermore finds that 

these early-learned verbs play an important role in serving as templates, something 

causing something to move, for further acquisition of similar verbs on the basis of 

their semantic characteristics.  Goldberg, Casenhiser, and Sethuraman (2004) 

likewise speculate that the verb put with the caused motion construction is one of the 

most frequent patterns in analyzing the mothers’ speech from the Child Language 

Exchange System (CHILDS) database (MacWhinny 1995).  The second piece of 

evidence comes from linguistic manifestations. Hong et al. (2005), studying VV 

compounds in Mandarin, show that the most frequent concept classes to occur at the 
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V1 position are motion, removing, putting, and so on.  In brief, these neutral verbs 

designate a basic pattern of human activities and experiences.   

Because of high frequency and early appearance, verbs of putting have long been 

the focus in lexical semantic studies (e.g., Croft 1991, Dixon 1991, Gruber 1976, Liu 

2000, Lien 2004).  For example, the subclasses of spray and load verbs in various 

languages are particularly discussed by many researchers (Croft 1986, 1991, Dixon 

1989, Dowty 1991, Fillmore 1966, 1968a, 1968b, Jackendoff 1990a, 1990b, Levin 

and Rappaport Hovav 1991, Pinker 1989, Rappaport Hovav and Levin 1985, 1988, 

etc.; for languages other than English: Dutch, Dick 1978; French, Boons 1974; 

German, Becker 1971; Japanese, Fukui, Miyagama, and Tenny 1985, etc.).  However, 

verbs of removal, the opposite concept of putting,
1
 are much less discussed in the 

past.   Take the following studies for instance.  Levin and Rappaport Hovav 

(hereafter, L&RH) (1991, 1993) uncover the lexical characteristics of three English 

verbs of removal, remove, clear, and wipe.  They claim that these three verbs belong 

to three different subclasses, because the clear and wipe verbs lexicalize the meaning 

components resultant state and means, respectively.  It is these meaning components 

that determine the semantic class membership and syntactic behaviors of these verbs. 

                                                 
1
 The notion of putting and removal are like two sides of the same coin.  First, from the verbal 

meaning, verbs like rake, shovel, and siphon are listed in both wipe verbs and funnel verbs; that is, 

these instrument verbs may be used to describe either putting things on surfaces or in containers or 

removing things from surfaces or containers.  Second, the interaction among Agent, Theme and Goal 

are ambiguous.  For example, in the sentence like Mary put a book on the desk, for the Agent Mary, 

the book is removed from her, but for the Goal desk, the book is put on it. 
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     Interestingly, Liu (2000a) points out that similar pairing patterns hold in 

Mandarin.  Examining a larger scope of verbs , verbs of surface contact, Liu claims 

that the verb cing1 清 ‘to clear’ may be examined together with the verb ca1 擦 ‘to 

wipe’ in that they both undergo Locative Alternation.  Besides, similar to the 

distinction from wipe and clear, ca1 擦 ‘to wipe’, unlike cing1 清 ‘to clear’, cannot 

incorporate the meaning component of a resultant state.  And semantically, only 

cing1 清 ‘to clear’ denotes a change of state in a locational space by removing a 

certain substance (Liu 2000a: 287f).  Echoing L&RH’s claim, Liu states that 

differentiating meanings of verbs will help uncover the syntactically-relevant 

semantic components and characterize the way they interact with verbal syntax.  

Lien (2006) also presents the interaction between verb classification and constructions 

from Li Jing Ji.  Among the nine verb classes of Taiwanese Southern Min, the 

wipe-types, such as soe1 梳 ‘to comb’, sau2 掃 ‘to sweep’, mua5 磨‘to rub’, and cit4

拭  ‘to wipe’, comprise the semantics roles like Agent, Theme, Location, and 

Instrument, and because the Instrument role is conflated in the wipe-type verbs, it 

does not have to be represented in the construction.   

Like English (L&RH, 1991), Mandarin (Liu 2000), or Taiwanese Southern Min 

(Lien 2006), Hakka has a variety of verbs that can be used to express the semantic 

notion of removal, an animate agent contacting with the surface of a location through 
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a certain motion for the purpose of causing a patient to move away from the source to 

the goal.  As in Table 1.1, verbs of removal in Hakka are lexicalized with different 

semantic elements (i.e. conflated elements) and manifest differently in syntax (i.e. [V. 

Patient] constructions, etc.) 

Table 1.1 Different syntactic realizations of verbs of removal in Hakka 

 

lexical 

items 

conflated 

elements 

[V. Patient] 

constructions 

[V. Source] 

construction 

[V. Goal] 

constructions 

[V. Result] 

constructions 

ban1 搬 

‘to 

remove’ 

n/a ban1 zok4 e2 搬桌仔  

‘to remove the 

table’ 

ban1 vuk4 搬屋  

‘to move (out 

of the house)’ 

ban1 vuk4 搬屋  

‘to move (into 

the house)’ 

ban1 ciang5 

ciang5 搬淨淨  

‘to empty out’ 

got2 割  

‘to cut’ 

Instrument got4 vo5 割禾 

‘to cut rice 

harvest’ 

got4 tien5 

kam1 割田崁 

‘to cut the grass 

from the ridge 

(between rice 

fields)’ 

* got4 ciang5 

ciang5 割淨淨 

‘to completely 

cut (sth)’ 

cin1 清  

‘to clear’ 

Result cin1 lep4 sep4 清垃圾 

‘to clear 

garbage’ 

cin1 fong5 

gien1 清房間 

‘to clean the 

room’ 

* cin1 kung1 清空 

‘to clear (sth) 

off’ 

sen3 擤  

‘to blow 

one’s 

nose’ 

Source sen3 pi3 擤濞 

‘to blow one’s 

nose’ 

* * sen3 ciang5 

ciang5 擤淨淨 

‘to blow … 

clean’ 

cut8 捽  

‘to wipe’ 

Manner cut8 hon3 捽汗 

‘to wipe off 

perspiration’ 

cut8 zok4 e2 捽桌仔 

‘to wipe the 

table’ 

* cut8 ciang5 

ciang5 捽淨淨 

‘to wipe clean’ 

ha1 下  

‘to 

unload’ 

Direction ha1 fo2 下貨 

‘to unload cargo’ 

* * ha1 kung1 

kung1 下空空 

‘to unload 

completely’ 

From the various patterns that verbs of removal in Hakka manifest, we may assume 

that first, these verbs of removal might belong to distinct subclasses; second, the verb 

itself might be in a truly central place, as different facets of syntactic configurations, 
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where the verb and other argument-taking elements are found, are seen to be 

projections of its lexical properties.  The observations accord with Levin and 

Rapport Hovav’s (1991) claim that the participant roles of the verb determine its 

semantic class membership and syntactic structures. 

     However, if we observe the syntactic patterns in a larger scope, this 

predicate-centered claim might meet a potential challenge which violates the 

argument realization principle (ARP) or the subevent identification condition (SIC)
2
 

offered by Rappaport Hovav and Levin (1998).  Consider the following Hakka 

example. 

     (1) a. 佢    搬   桌仔    到       別間      教室。 

Gi5  ban1  zok4-e2  do3    pet8-gien1  gau3-siit4 

He  remove  desk    to    another-CL  classroom 

‘He removed the desk to another classroom.’ 

b. gi1佢 ACT <ban1搬> 

  BECOME [zok4-e2 桌仔 < do3 pet8-gien1gau3-siit4 到別間教室>] 

SIC requires that the ACT subevent, zok4-e2 桌仔 ‘the desk’, is identified by ban1搬 

‘remove’ and the BECOME subevent, gau3-siit4 教室 ‘the classroom’, is identified 

by do3到, but there is a third subevent, the CAUSE subevent, which is not identified 

by any lexical predicate.   

                                                 
2
 Refer to chapter 3 for details. 
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     This case can be easily solved if we treat the whole construction as a 

form-meaning pattern (Goldberg 1995, 2006); that is, the construction in (1) itself 

brings out the causal meaning, which is considered as a caused motion construction.  

Although Goldberg’s constructional approach may explain the grammatical 

constructions, it faces two challenges: the ruling out of the ungrammatical 

constructions and little emphasis on fine-grained nuances among verbal meanings.  

Accordingly, Iwata (2005a, b) proposes a two-level-meaning model to display the 

fusion of verbal meanings and constructions.   

     Based on the previous studies, this study will explore to what extent the 

syntactic properties of verbs can be derived from their lexical semantic properties 

from verbs of removal in Hakka in practice.  The foundations are built on 

modifications of Iwata’s model, incorporating both the lexical approach and the 

constructional approach.  To be more specific, this thesis aims to investigate the 

nature of the lexical knowledge that a speaker of Hakka possesses with respect to 

semantically related verbs that might be classified as verbs of removal as a first 

approximation, but that turn out to be diverged when their syntactic properties are 

further examined.  Furthermore, the study will to provide a detailed lexical analysis 

of these verbs and their proliferous integration with several constructions (e.g., [V X] 

constructions, BUN constructions, and LAU constructions). 
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1.2 Conventions of the data 

     The data of verbs of removal in this study are mainly based on Siisian Hakka  

(四縣客語) in Miaoli (苗栗), and marked with Tongyong Pinyin phonetic symbols 

(通用拼音).  Most of the corresponding Chinese characters are based on those found 

in Hakka Dictionary of Taiwan.  Some of the examples are from dictionaries
3
, Hakka 

stories, and Hakka magazines, some of them are from the research project NSC 

90-2411-H-004-013, and still some are from my own creations with modifications of 

my advisor.  The tone diacritics are represented as 1 for yinping (low-high tone), 2 

for yinshang (high-low tone), 3 for yinqu (high tone), 4 for yinru (short-low tone), 5 

for yangping (low tone), 8 for yangru (short-high tone). 

1.3 Organization of the thesis 

     The thesis is organized in the following way.  Chapter II reviews Levin and 

Rappaport Hovav’s study in English, Liu’s study in Mandarin, and Lien’s study in 

Taiwan Southern Min as a foundation of the present study.  In Chapter III, related 

theoretical frameworks will be introduced, such as the lexical approach as reviewed in 

section 3.1, and the constructional approach, as reviewed in section 3.2.  Chapter IV 

then first analyzes the inherent meaning of six selected removal verbs in section 4.1, 

                                                 
3
 They are A Chinese-English Dictionary: Hakka Dialect客英大字典, Ke Yu Zi Yin Ci Dian 客語字音辭典, Hakka Dictionary客話字典, Hakka Dictionary of Taiwan臺灣客家話辭典. 
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and embarks on our main topic from three integration domains: [V X] constructions, 

BUN constructions, and LAU constructions, as presented in section 4.2, section 4.3, 

and section 4.4, respectively.  Last, chapter V concludes the thesis by summarizing 

the study and providing research issues for future studies. 


