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A Lexicalized Analysis of Verb-Object Idioms in Cantonese

Che, Dewei, Adams Bodomo and So-sum Yu
University of Vienna

This paper addresses central issues about the nature of Verb-Object idioms in
Cantonese. Similar to Verb-Object Compounds, the relationship between the verb and
the object of VO idioms is partly morphological and partly syntactic as they do
combine to form a ‘word-like unit’, but some degree of separation is also possible
between the two parts (Chao 1968, Li and Thompson 1981, C.T. Huang 1984, C.R.
Huang 1990, O.-S. Her 1999, Yu 2003, Bodomo 2004, Zhuang et al. 2013, Che 2014,
among others). For example,

(1) Keoi sehngyaht sihk-yuhn-faahn.
He always eat-soft-rice
‘He always lives off another person.’
(2) Keoi sehngyaht sihk neoijan yuhn-faahn.
He always eat woman soft rice

‘He always lives off a woman.’

The issue of wordhood of Chinese VO compounds and idioms has thus triggered
intense disputes due to their disharmonious behaviors shown in the two separate
modules of syntax and morphology. This paper shows that although, syntactically,
certain Cantonese VO idioms can be interrupted in some contexts in which the verbal
constituent acts as a predicate and the nominal constituent becomes a syntactic object,
semantically, and in some morphological aspects, these VO idioms are still like single
lexical items with unitary lexical semantics. Especially, we adopt a lexicalized
approach through the mechanism of Lexical-Functional Grammar (LFG). The lexical
entries of (1) are thus postulated as follows:

(3) (a) sihk \% (1 PRED) = ‘LIVE-OFF<(1 SUBJ)>(1 OBJ)’
(1 OBJ FORM) =cYUHN-FAAHN
(b) yuhn-faahn N (1 FORM) =YUHN-FAAHN
(c) keoi D (1 NUM) = SG

(1 PERS) =3
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(1 PRED) = ‘PRO’
(d) sehngyaht ADV (1 PRED) = ‘sehngyaht’

The constraining equation (1OBJ FORM) = cYUHN-FAAHN simply requires that the
value of the FORM attribute of its OBJ function must be ‘YUHN-FAAHN’ for the
VO idiom to mean ‘LIVE-OFF’.
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EEFEF vs. sFA
A corpus-based study of Cantonese prohibitive markers

Chin, Andy Chi-on
The Education University of Hong Kong

This paper examines the prohibitive markers =t and *Z4F in Cantonese. Prohibitive
refers to the negative form of imperative through which the speaker asks/orders the
addressee not to do something. Some idiomatic phrases expressing prohibitive in
Cantonese include =k 4_% (lit.: don’t miss it) and *2+4+ % % (lit: don’t be polite).

Van der Auwera (2006) finds that in most world languages, the negation marker
of prohibitive is not necessarily the same as the ordinary negation marker. For
example, in Modern Standard Chinese, %] and # & are prohibitive markers while
% is the ordinary negation marker. Based on Matthews & Yip (1994), van der
Auwera (2006) claims that Cantonese also shows differences in the negation markers
for the two constructions: = /2 4% vs. *Z. English, as well as those languages in
West Europe, on the other hand, shows no difference for the two types of negation
markers, i.e. dontis used.

Cantonese dictionaries such as Rao, Ouyang and Zhou (2012) and reference
materials on Cantonese grammar such as Matthews and Yip (1994/2011), Yip and
Matthews (2017) and Tang (2015) list = and *Z+4+ as the prohibitive markers.
However no detail was given on their similarities and differences in terms of usage.
They are treated as synonyms which can be used interchangeably. Some Cantonese
learning materials published recently only have the prohibitive marker *Z 4+ but not
wE .

With reference to the above observations, this paper offers a preliminary
examination of the two prohibitive markers in Cantonese based on the corpus data
drawn from the second phase of The Corpus of Mid-20th Century Hong Kong
Cantonese which has about 635,000 characters.

There is a significant difference in frequency between =k and *Z+4#, with the
former occurring 670 times while the latter close to 1,500. In addition to usage
frequency, we will also compare the two markers in terms of their collocation with
verbs (or predicates), as well as sentence final particles. From the corpus data, we also
observe a pattern in which = and *Z+4# always occurs.
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