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Separable Verb—Object Compounds in Chinese and the
Division of Labor between Morphology and Syntax:
The Analysis of Cognate Object Revisited

ZHU Jialei and LIU Feng-Hsi

Abstract  Although separable verb-ebject compounds ( known as lihe ci) have been
extensively discussed in the literature their status as words or phrases remains
controversial. If treated as words they would incur violations of the Lexical Integrity
Hypothesis ( LTIH) when V and O are separated by syntactic elements such as aspect
markers possessors or quantity expressions ( e.g. bang-e mang ‘helped’; bang ta-de
mang ‘help him’; bang yi-ci mang ‘help once’) . On the other hand if they are analyzed
as phrases the morphological dependency between the two morphemes ( e.g. dao—gian
say-apology  ‘apologize’) and the semantic idiosyncrasy ( e.g. chui-niu blow-cow

‘brag’) which remains intact even when V and O are apart would be difficult to explain.
In an attempt to solve the paradox and maintain the LTH Pan and Ye ( 2015) and Ye and

Pan ( 2018) suggest that these compounds are underlyingly cognate object constructions
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with disyllabic intransitive verbs. Four steps are proposed to derive the surface form: ( a) a
compound ( e.g. bang-mang ‘help’) inserted as an intransitive verb takes its copy as
its complement(  bang-mang bang-mang ) (b) the copy is nominalized

copy

(v bang-mang .~ bang-mang ) (¢) dependent elements of the copy are

V copy
generated in NP synta;( y bang-mang ., p ta-de  bang-mang ) and(d) a
complementary PF-deletion rule applies to the internal part of the verb and its copy (
bang-mang p Np la-de \ bang-mang ).

In this study we show that this analysis is untenable. The proposed syntactic
derivations face a number of challenges. First the obligatory PF-deletion rule is ad hoc;
more importantly as it targets the internal part of a compound and its copy both
considered words it effectively nullifies the LIH which is what motivates the analysis in
the first place. Second the nominalization of the cognate object in syntax makes the
prediction that O in VO compounds would exhibit verbal features such as the ability to take
adverbial modifiers similar to gerundives in English ( e.g. enemy’s rapidly destroying the
city) . This prediction is not borne out; O is compatible with N-modifiers but not V-
modifiers e.g. bang da mang ‘help alot” vs * bang toutou-de mang ‘secretly help’) .
Moreover in order to derive internal modifiers and internal affixes attached to V it has to
resort to movements that are not empirically supported.

We also argue against the premise that separable compounds are intransitive. We show
that VO compounds behave like V

occurring in environments where transitive verbs and intransitive verbs behave differently

wansiive -0 phrases rather than intransitive verbs when
such as reduplication V-de construction and V-e-Hrequency phrase.

We suggest neither semantic idiosyncrasy nor morphological dependency distinguish
words from phrases. Phrases are sometimes idiosyncratic ( e.g. take advantage of  kick the
bucket) and bound morphemes can also be inserted into terminal nodes ( e.g. dint in by
dint of) .

Keywords separable Verb-Object compound bounded morpheme Theory of Cognate

Object Constructions the lexicon-syntax interface
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(14) a. ™ The bucket was kicked by John. ()
b. * The sack has been hit. ( )

(15) a. My goose is cooked but yours isnt. (

b. Pat got the job by pulling sirings that werent available to anyone else. (

)

c. Those strings

d. spill all/half of the beans ( )

he wouldnt pull for you.

e. Once someone lets the cat out of the bag

)
f. The strings

that Pat pulled

got Chris the job.

it’s out of the bag for good. (

( Nunberg et al. 1994:501-2)
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stock
(i) a. " Pat took clammy hold of Chris’s hand.
b. * Nobody took any hold of the lever.
c. "I thought Pat would take hold of the rope but he took it of the rail instead.
d. " Hold has been taken of the lever. ( )
(ii) a. Pat took detailed stock of the pros and cons of the situation.

b. ? Nobody took any stock of our assets and the results were disastrous.
c. We thought stock had been taken of our needs
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