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Cognitive Styles Underlying Differences in Chinese and
English Ordering Prioritization of Thematic Roles

CHEN Zhong

Abstract While cognitive linguistics traditionally focuses on exploring psychological
dimensions it often overlooks the profound interplay between cultural values and cognitive
processes. Levinson ( 2003: 12—13) contends that Western culture deeply influenced by
ancient Greek philosophy “s notion of “man being the measure of all things” inherently
fosters egocentric tendencies. This predisposition guides the English language to adopt the
observer’s self as the primary way of conceptualization and English exhibits “egocentric
and figure—preferential ” traits. These disparities result in each language prioritizing distinct
roles in terms of ground and figure in the process of conceptualization.

The division between ground and figure has a universal psychological foundation yet
its conceptualization is deeply rooted in the philosophical frameworks of specific cultures.
The philosophical inclination towards object-orientedness vs. egocentrism interacts with
human psychological predispositions giving rise to distinct cognitive styles that shape the
divergent distributional patterns of thematic roles in Chinese and English. Factors such as

the competitive nature of preposed ground thematic roles the syntactic autonomy the
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expansion of preposed thematic roles to encompass topics the interchangeability of initial
and final thematic roles and the continuity of thematic roles across sentences all reflect the
influence of cognitive styles. These cognitive styles dynamically influence and regulate the
distribution of thematic roles in a multifaceted competition thereby shaping the structure of
language usage in Chinese and English.

The cognitive preference for prioritizing ground thematic roles in Chinese not only
boosts the competitiveness of preposed ground thematic roles but also enhances their
syntactic independence and the continuity of zeroform pronouns acting as ground thematic
role across sentences. In intransitive events where typical figure thematic roles are absent
the ground thematic roles in Chinese supported by the ground—preferential cognitive style
can compete with atypical figure thematic roles for preposing prerogative. This extends the
range of preposed thematic roles to encompass ground thematic roles such as location and
instrument facilitating the reordering of both initial and final thematic roles.

On the other hand the figure-preference cognitive style in English suppresses the
competitiveness of preposed ground thematic roles relegating them to positions after the
verb or even to the end of the sentence. Consequently this restriction narrows the scope of
thematic roles that can be reordered and diminishes the syntactic independence and cross—
sentence continuity of ground thematic roles.

The cultural essence ingrained in the Chinese language emphasizes the principle of
“object-orientation and subject-object harmony”  perceiving the subject and object as
interdependent and mutually reinforcing. Consequently the above-mentioned principle
resonates with a “ground-preferential ” cognitive style. Within the Chinese language
thematic roles such as location involvement and instrument—those that diverge from the
conventional subject roles in English—are permitted to take precedence and serve as topics
thanks to the ground-preferential cognitive style. This forms the cognitive bedrock of the
“topic-prominent ” typological feature in Chinese which transcends the subject-predicate
structure.

In contrast English with its egocentric philosophical stance structures conceptual
representations and assigns thematic roles based on the subject’s objectives aligning with a
“figure-preferential ” cognitive style. Such style not only centralizes the subject role in
English around agent experiencer sentient causer and theme but also precludes ground
thematic roles from assuming subject roles relegating them to positions after the verb or
even to the end of the sentence. The emphasis on figure thematic roles driven by the figure—
preferential cognitive style shapes the “subject-prominent” typological distribution of
thematic roles in English.

The divergent cognitive styles between Chinese ( ground-preferential) and English
( figure—preferential) provide a unified explanation for the syntactic disparities between
these languages as well as the typological differences between topic-prominent and
subject-prominent languages.
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(1) a. An old truck sat in a garage.
a’. 0
b. ’In a garage sat an old truck. ( Langacker 2008: 81)
b”. o
c. In the garage sat an old truck.

c’. o

d. There was a garage behind the house and in this garage sat an old truck.

(2) a. o

a’. o

b. An accident happened to them yesterday.

b. * They happened an accident yesterday.

“ ” ( full-verb inversion) N
. ( Chen 2003:3-5 68-103) .
o (la) garage (1b)  garage
o (1d) garage o garage
(1c) garage

(1la)
an old truck ( 1b) garage N (la) an
old truck (1b)  garage o
« ”» @k ”»
(3) a o a’. One cake was shared among ten people.

2025 1 69



(4) a

Langacker (

“ ”
o
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o b”. Ten people shared a cake.
o a’. Bees are swarming in the garden.
o b”. The garden is swarming with bees.
o a’. Customers crowded the mall.
o b”. The mall was crowded with customers.
o a’. The wall was painted with white paint.
o b”. The white paint was painted on the wall.
o a’. The railway connects to Lhasa.
o b’. Lhasa was connected by railway.
o a’. The dishes are placed on the table.
o b”. * On the table placed the dishes.

(8)

)
?
B A B
B ( ground) B ( figure)
1995; 1996) ( Talmy
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1991:385)  primary figure  secondary figure
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(2002: 13)
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( location)

accident

N

N ( cause) .

( instrument) .

(

~N N

they

(

( theme)

N

2005: 135)

71



3.1

72



3.2
. (8b)
. ( SB 13 »
(8b) .
(9) a a -
b. o b 7
c. c ( )7
d . d.’ ()
e. e’ * -
(10) Tt is raining hard.
there
3.3 N
(1-2) . (8)
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° (2)

them.

“«

[43 ”»

“« ”»

(12b) .
(11-12)

N

accident  happen

(2b)  accident them
accident. (2b) accident them
(2b") o
N o (2a)

(2016) «“ ” .

(11) a. T had my wallet stolen.
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/ o
o a’. Wang Mian’s father died.
o b". * Wang Mian died his father.

b”. * Wang Mian had his father died.
(12b) (12b-1) . “« o



( 12) a~ b a’
b/\ b” o

“ v« ”»

(12a) .
( 12b) 5 13 ” (43 »

. (12a) . ( 12b)

o

3.4

“ o 7 ( Chen 2003) ?
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(8a’)
(13) a. Some dishes are on the table.
b. On the table are some dishes.

( distributional sentence)

?
(14) a.
b.
(8) 7
3.5

o

Haiman( 1983: 781-783)
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(15a) ( 15b)

(15a7) . (15b) .

“ 7 bask  shine.
( 2023:77) .
sunshine
sunshine bask sunshine
(15a7) . (15b7)
“ 7 bask ( )
“ » ( 15a) “ »
“© ”» ( lsb)
2,
@ “ “ ( ) ”
“ )
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(15) a. o a’. We are basking (in sunshine) .

b. . b”. * The sunshine is basking us.
“o7 bask shine.
bask shine “
o sun shine
shine bask o
( bask)  ( shine) shine
bask® “o7

(16) a. The sun is shining on us.

b. * We are shined in the sun.

3.6
. . (2023:8-9)

o (17)  burst the man
burst the melon burst; (18)

(17) The man dropped the melon and burst.
(18) a .
b. .
( . 2023: 8-9)

® sunburn We sunburn easily when we go to beachs
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( Levinson 2003: 12-13)
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