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The Lexical Meaning Extension of the See Verb Ding in Modern
Chinese — from Seeing Domain to Mental Domain

Chin Siew Chien  Helena Gao Hong

School of Humanities and Social Sciences, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore
chin0123@ntu.edu.sg; helenagao@ntu.edu.sg

Abstract: Metaphors are the driving force for the semantic extensions of Chinese See Verbs. The main
characteristics of the extension can be described as having the following two: (1) metaphorical thinking, which is a
reflection of the semantic extension across conceptual domains from seeing as a human bodily action to seeing as
human mental activities; (2) metaphorical language, which, through grammaticalization, allows lexical meanings to
shift from expressing concrete meanings to expressing abstract ones. In this paper we will apply conceptual
metaphor theories to analyze the semantic change of the Modern Chinese verb ding “gaze at”. Our discussion will
starts from analyzing the primitive and basic meanings of ding to find out how its lexical meanings are extended
from the description of human eye actions to that of human mental activities. Our conclusion is that ding as a verb to
describe the physical activity with a focus on looking at something intensively has now gradually extended its
meaning metaphorically to indicate the mental activities, such as monitoring, feeling satisfied with, feeling
immoderate desire for that which is another's, and so on. We have even found that ding has become similar to the
verb deng “stare at”, in terms of its emotional meaning indication. As a result, ding has become possible to express
human behaviours with an indication of expressing dissatisfaction or anger, which was originally the semantic
domain expressed by the verb deng.
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