
 
About a redundancy feature in East Asia: psy-collocations and beyond 

Marc Duval (Universität Zürich) 
 
A specific subtype of noun-predicate collocations describing psychological states or 
personalities has been pinpointed by Matisoff as constituting an areal feature of South East 
Asian languages. Among those “psy-collocations”, some are particularly worth noticing 
because the nominal constituent appears as semantically redundant with respect to the 
predicate, e.g. Thai caj-klàad “heart-cowardly = cowardly’ (Matisoff 1986: 11). In such a 
construction, the predicate applies to an individual X through the mediation of a body part, 
although this predicate would be appropriate to describe X without mediation. 
A similar strategy can however be observed (i), in collocations describing other kinds of 
physical states or processes, and (ii), in other East Asian languages that do not belong to the 
South East Asian Sprachbund. Compare the following ‘body-big’ constructions: 
  
(1) Japanese: karada.ga ookii  Vietnamese: to xác 
 Korean: momcip.i khuta Thai: tua-jàj 
 
Note that in many cases, the ‘redundant mediated strategy’ is the unmarked construction. 
Even if this strategy, due to its stylistic or lexical nature, may only concern dozens of units per 
language, it is interesting to idealize in the following way the opposition between ‘typical’ 
European-type languages and ‘typical’ Asian-type languages, in terms of use of a mediated 
(a) or a non-mediated (b) strategy when describing an individual: 
 
  European-type Asian-type 
(2a) Harry is tall. + – 
(2b) Harry(’s) size is tall. – + 
(3a) *Harry is long. (when referring to Harry’s legs) – – 
(3b) Harry(’s) legs are long / Harry is long-legged. + + 
 
Now we find a very similar opposition in numeration, where Asian languages make a 
generalized use of a mediated strategy1 when counting entities for which, from a Western 
point of view, the numeral could apply directly to its target. 
 
  European-type Asian-type 
(4a) three dogs + – 
(4b) three animals (of) dog – + 
(5a) *three waters (when referring to quantity) – – 
(5b) three bottles (of) water + + 
 
In this talk, we shall first discuss the semantic and referential basis for a potential typological 
correlation between an extensive use of redundant collocations and the use of classifiers. Then 
it will be shown that the areal congruence is not strong, but... but that it becomes a lot nicer if 
we take into account the grammatical encoding of the ternary pattern displayed by the two 
phenomena, so as to understand the ‘redundancy feature’ as a grammatical one as well. 
 
 

                                                 
1 In this case of grammatical nature. 
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