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Abstract

Cognate objects (CO) have been recorded in a number of unrelated languages, including East Asian languages (e.g. 
Matisoff 1996). CO constructions should theoretically meet the following criteria:

i. syntactic: verb “ordinarily” intransitive;
ii. semantic: the object refers to the action itself or to the result of the action (He slept a troubled sleep vs. He smiled a 
bitter smile);
iii. morphological: object noun and verb share the same stem.

This is for typical properties. Now, the notion has been extended in various ways, including objects of intransitive verbs 
that are not morphologically related (ex. 2, Gougenheim 1964). Following the same line, one could count as a CO the 
Korean noun  insayng “life”,  with the verb  salta “live” in (3),  which parallels  the sequence with a  morphological 
cognate salm sata (same meaning); however salta “live” is officially recorded as having transitive uses1. The notion CO 
has in fact been applied to objects of transitive verbs as well, when they are obligatory “dummy” objects (ex. 4, same 
stem).
The situation, quite confusing, might appear clearer in the following chart, where the three typical properties of COs are 
considered separately:

V ordinarily 
intransitive

semantic 
redundancy

same stem

(1) Eng. He smiled a bitter smile. + + +

(2) Fr. Il a pleuré des larmes de joie.
‘He cried tears of joy.’

+ + ‒

(3) Kor. Ku.nun phalan manhun insayng.ul salassta.
‘He lived a varied life.’

‒ + ‒

(4) Hind. Mai~ khaanaa khaauu~gaa.2

‘I will eat (food).’
‒ + +

(5) Eng. Exiled from Italy, he lives a Bohemian life in New-York. 
(New York Times, 2008.01.26)

??– + +

(6) Kor. Eceyspam isanghan kkwum kkwuessta.
‘Yesterday night, (I) dreamed a strange dream.’

??+ + +

(7) Jap. Kinoo fushigi.na yume.wo mimashita.3

‘Yesterday (I) dreamed a strange dream.’
‒ ‒ ‒

Using the same criteria, we shall raise the question of “cognate subjects” in East Asian languages. Being not aware of 
any impersonal verb construction in those languages, it is doubtful whether cases similar to (1), i.e. a “typical cognate 
subject”,  could  be  found in  the area4.  However,  types  (3)  and (4)  are  attested,  as  respectively exemplified in  the 
following extracts from Korean (“height be_big”) and Thai (“strength be_strong”) pop song lyrics:

V ordinarily 
impersonal

semantic 
redundancy

same stem

(8) Na.n, khi khu.n yeca.ka cohta (Song Chang Yui)
‘I, I like tall women’

‒ + +

(9) Gor jai chan man mai koi kaeng raeng tao-rai (Hum)
‘Because my heart isn’t really so strong.’

‒ + ‒

Type (4) seems so pervasive across Asian languages that it could prove very interesting from the perspective of areal 
linguistics.

1 See the Big Dictionary of the Korean Standard, in the sense “endure, experience”. Alongside with the sense “live”, this “second” meaning matches 
perfectly with the more “typical” construction salm salta in pwulhaynghan salm.ul salassta ‘(He) lived/endured a life of misery”.
2 Example from Elena Bashir.
3 Japanese does not seem to have productive CO constructions. See however odori.wo odoru “dance a dance”.
4 Cf. Romance languages: Sp. Este año han llovido lluvias tan copiosas, que ... “This year so copious rains have rained that ...” (in Zaefferer, 2002: 
44), or this Italian example found on the web: Non scenderò nei posti dove nevica la neve grigia “(lit.) I shall not go down into the places where the 
gray snow snows” (www.nntp.it/arti-scrivere/800278)



References

Chappell,  Hilary  M.  1996.  “Inalienability  and  the  personal  domain  in  Mandarin  Chinese 
Discourse”. In: Chappell,  Hilary & McGregor, William, eds.,  The Grammar of Inalienability: A 
typological perspective on body part terms and the part-whole relation. Berlin. Mouton, 465-527.

Gougenheim,  Georges.  1964.  “L’objet  interne  et  les  catégories  sémantiques  des  verbes 
intransitifs”.  Mélanges de linguistique romane et  de philologie  médiévale offerts  à M. Maurice 
Delbouille I.  Gembloux: Duculot, 271-285.

Iwasaki,  Shoichi & Ingkaphirom, Preeya. 2005.  A reference grammar of Thai.  Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP.

Kuno, Susumu & Takami, Ken-Ichi. 2003. “Remarks on unaccusativity and unergativity in 
Japanese and Korean”. In: McClure, William, ed. Japanese/Korean Linguistics 12, 280-294.

Larjavaara, Meri. 1997. “À quoi sert l’objet interne?”. Travaux de linguistique 35, 79-88.
Lim, Pal-yong. 2004. Han-il shincheyehwi kwanyongkwuui taycoyenkwu [Contrastive study of 

body idioms in Korean and Japanese].  Seoul: J&C.
Manfredi, Victor. 1989. “Igboid”. In: Bendor-Samuel, John & Hartell, Rhonda L., eds.,  The 

Niger-Congo  languages:  A  classification  and  description  of  Africa’s  largest  language  family. 
Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 337-58.

Martin, Samuel E. 1992. A reference grammar of Korean. Rutland: Charles E. Tuttle Co.
Matisoff, James A. 1996. “The Cognate Noun/Verb Construction in Lahu”. Linguistics of the 

Tibeto-Burman Area 19:1, 97-101.
Na, Younghee. 1986. “The conventionalization of semantic distinctions”. In: Papers from the 

22nd Regional Meeting, Chicago Linguistic Society, 166-178.
Park,  Y.-J.  &  Choi,  K.-B.  1997.  Kwanyonge  sacen [Korean  idiom  dictionary].  Seoul: 

Thayhaksa.
Quirk, Randolph; Greenbaum, Sidney; Leech, Geoffrey; Starvik, Jan. 1985. A Comprehensive 

Grammar of the English Language. Harcourt: Longman.
Takami,  Ken-Ichi  &  Kuno,  Susumu.  2002.  Nichi-eigo  no  jidooshi  koobun [Intransitive 

constructions in Japanese and English]. Tokyo: Kenkyusha.
Teng,  Shou  Hsin.  1975.  A semantic  study  of  transitivity  relations  in  Chinese.  Berkeley: 

University of California Press.
The National Institute of the Korean Language,  ed. 2006.  Phyocwun kwuke taysacen [Big 

Dictionary of the Korean Standard Language]. URL: http://www.korean.go.kr/.
Tubplang/Thamprasert, Rosakon. 2007. Étude comparative de l’adjectif en français et en thai. 

Ph.D. dissertation, Université Paris-Sorbonne.
Zaefferer,  Dietmar.  2002. “Polysemy,  polyvalence,  and linking mismatches:  the concept of 

RAIN and its codings in English, German, Italian, and Spanish”.  Documentação de Estudos em 
Lingüística Teórica e Aplicada 18, 27-56.

Zhao, Yilu. 1996. Distributional criteria for verbal valency in Chinese. Leuven: Peeters.


