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Image Schema and Polysemous Categorization:

A Case Study on Chinese Verb Gan

ZHU Yan

Abstract Image schemas, as the foundation of the conceptual system, give rise to more
specific concepts which can turn into semantics when coded by linguistic forms. Taking the
Mandarin verb gan as a case study, the paper demonstrates the relationship between four
image schemas (i.e., ATTRACTION, ATTRACTION-PATH, COMPULSION, and COMPULSI-
ON-CONTAINER) and four meaning clusters (i.e., the cluster of “catch up with”, “hurry
along one’s journey”, “drive toward”, and “expel out of”) of gan, elucidates how the
image schemas are combined with metaphors and metonymies to motivate the concrete sense
variants covered under each of the clusters, establishes the polysemous network of gdin
which consists of twelve variants and then features family resemblance among them. Based
on the characteristics ( i.e. family resemblance) of the schemas system and the roles that the
four schemas play in the formation of this category, the paper points out that for the
polysemous items which are bound up with spatial movements and relationships, the
categorization of various concepts into a particular lexical form can be essentially attributed
to the fact that the inherent conceptual structure assigned to these concepts conforms with
the same image schema or matches a group of image schemas which share similarity with
one another; the family resemblance among meanings boils down to the reflection of the
family resemblance among the underlying conceptual architectures onto the linguistic level.
In this paper, it is shown that image schemas, as one of the remarkable approaches to

lexical semantic analysis, can reveal the core essence of an intricate category and bring into
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order the practice of semantic exploration, and hence qualifies for attention and spreading.
The last section of the paper makes a comparison between the Symbol Manipulation
Paradigm and cognitive topology and emphasizes the significance of an imaginary model
(e.g. the image-schematic approach) with reference to lexical semantics.
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