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The Internal Argument Saturation Types of Verb-Object Compound
Words and Their Constraints on External Syntactic Functions: A Case
Study of Dongshou (3)F), Xieshou (#F), and Zize (H )

CAO Bao-ping, XIANG Cheng-Hong, YIN Xiao-Shan, MAO Ru-PING

(College of Chinese Language and Culture, Sichuan International Studies University, Chongqing,
400031>

Abstract: Taking three typical VO compounds—dongshou (to use one's hand/to start), xieshou (hand in
hand/to cooperate), and zize (to blame oneself)—as objects of investigation, this paper systematically
examines the constraint relationship between their internal argument structures and external syntactic
functions, with particular focus on their ability to function as attributives and adverbials. The study finds
that whether a VO compound can freely function as an adverbial depends on the “saturation type” of its
internal argument structure. Based on different saturation mechanisms, three types can be distinguished:
the unsaturated type (exemplified by dongshou), in which there exists an unfilled agent argument
position internally, resulting in syntactic functions being constrained by the need to fill the empty position,
thus unable to freely function as an adverbial in its literal sense; the compound-argument saturation type
(exemplified by xieshou), in which the internal nominal morpheme shou (hand) differentiates into two
distinct referential roles within the semantic structure and must combine with external possessor nouns
to form complete arguments, resulting in highly active syntactic functions, the ability to function as a
manner adverbial without the marker de (Hh), and the capacity to trigger internal differentiation of
semantic roles when modifying a collective noun; and the reflexive-pronoun saturation type (exemplified
by zize), in which the internal reflexive pronoun zi () simultaneously serves as both the agent and the
patient argument (co-reference of agent and patient), resulting in relatively constrained syntactic
functions, requiring the marker de when functioning as an adverbial, and allowing modification by the
degree adverb hen ({R). This three-type model reveals the systematic constraint relationship between
the internal argument saturation mechanisms and the external syntactic functions of VO compounds,
offering a new theoretical perspective for the typological study of Chinese compound words.

Keywords:Verb-object compound words; Argument structure; Saturation types; Empty category;
Syntactic functions
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