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ABSTRACT

Embodiment has been the tenet of several linguistic theories accounting for
how language conceptualizes cognitive and bodily experiences. Studies on
linguistic synesthesia and sensory lexicon strengthened the embodiment
account by showing that the mapping patterns amongst sense modalities
likewise exhibited a tendency from the more embodied to the less
embodied. This paper reports a corpus-based study of gustatory vocabulary
in Mandarin Chinese to explore the interaction between embodied senses
and conceptual embodiment. We first observed that the perception of /a
‘spicy’ and md Jik ‘numbing’ was chemesthesis derived from a chemical
reaction from the body. In addition, the concept of taste was found capable
of being depicted by variegated non-taste lexical items from less embodied
sensory domains. This study posits that gustatory properties as abstract
cognitive categories are likely to be derived from more embodied senses,
yet when the quality of gustatory sensation is the focus, less embodied
senses can be adopted to modify it. Corroborated with other recent studies,
this study underlines and clarifies the role of embodiment as a versatile
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tool of linguistic conceptualization among multiple conceptual layers
instead of being a fixed set of conceptual objects to select from.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Human beings live by five senses to experience the world, namely,
visual, auditory, gustatory, olfactory, and tactile sensations, or more
commonly known as vision, hearing, taste, smell, and touch senses.' These
five sense modalities are established as both the traditional and the
scientifically conventionalized categories of basic human perception. How
human beings perceive the world through the five physiological senses and
how such perceptions are encoded in human language have received
constant scrutiny, yet they have not been studied with the same intensity.
Previous linguistic studies were voluminous on vision, notably on color
terms (e.g., Berlin and Kay 1969; Wierzbicka 1990; Kay 2009). This can
be attributed to the dominance of vision in Western culture (e.g., Classen
1997; Levinson and Majid 2014), as well as among perceptual qualities
(e.g., Strik Lievers and Winter 2018). To bring in a slightly different
perspective, this paper primarily investigates how gustatory sensation, or
taste, is expressed in Mandarin Chinese, and its relationship with other
senses. We attempt to present a more distinctive and fine-grained picture
of how Chinese people discuss gustatory perception and its related
concepts with support from corpus data.

Tastes of food are traditionally categorized into wii-wéi F.UE ‘five
tastes; five flavors’ in Chinese culture: sweet, sour, bitter, spicy, and salty,
as exemplified in the classic text Liishi Chungiu £ FRFFK (Lii 2010, 279)%:

TR =A - A G, 0 DUH R 3 R+

Wit wei san cdi...tido hé zht shi, bi yi gan suan ku xin xidn...
‘For the five tastes and the three ingredients...for the task of
harmonizing and blending, one must use sweet, sour, bitter,
spicy, and salty...’
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