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| ABSTRACT 

This study challenges the assumption that nativelike selections—linguistic expressions preferred by native speakers over 

grammatical alternatives—are inherently arbitrary. Focusing on Chinese speakers’ preference for shang ‘harm’ in bu shang shou 

‘not harm hands’ to praise dish soaps’ skin-friendliness, we reveal the semantic motivation that drives this lexical choice. This 

semantic motivation is rooted in shang’s pragmatic nuance, specifically its prototype of “self-care suggestions for everyday life”. 

The findings support the hypothesis that a concept is more readily expressed by a certain linguistic expression whose prototype 

aligns with that concept. 
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1. Introduction 

This is a follow-up study to Zhang (2025a, 2025b), which analyzed multilingual customer reviews of a dish soap product. These 

studies discovered that Chinese speakers prefer to use shang ‘harm’ as in bu shang shou ‘not harm hands’ to praise the skin feel 

of this product, whereas English and Japanese speakers favor other lexical choices such as kind to skin and te ni yasashii ‘gentle to 

hands’. This is a long-discussed phenomenon that falls under the concept of “nativelike selection”—linguistic expressions preferred 

by native speakers over other grammatical alternatives to convey a specific concept. 
The case of Chinese speakers’ preference for shang ‘harm’ in these texts, poses an explanatory challenge to the widely accepted 

view of nativelike selections. Over the years, arbitrariness—or conventionality—has been assumed for the property of nativelike 

selections. A radical perspective within this framework asserts that “[a]ll lexical items are arbitrary—they are simply the consensus 

of what has been institutionalised” (Lewis, 1997: 17). However, it is difficult to view bu shang shou ‘not harm hands’ as an arbitrary 

collocation, favored by native speakers conventionally. There is nothing special about the verb shang ‘harm’ in this fully-transparent 

phrase; shang can freely combine with numerous other words to convey the same meaning of “harm”. 

This study aims to explore the semantic motivation in the underlying mechanism of nativelike selections, moving beyond the 

simplistic attribution to arbitrariness. Specifically, this study focuses on a case study of Chinese nativelike selection bu shang shou 

‘not harm hands’, and employs the theoretical framework in Grondelaers & Geeraerts (2003) to investigate the semantic 

motivations underlying nativelike selections. Grondelaers & Geeraerts (2003) propose a hypothesis that if a concept aligns with a 

certain word’s prototype, then it is preferably expressed with that word by native speakers. 
This kind of research into how and why a concept is expressed by different linguistic items is relatively uncommon (Geeraerts, 

2015: 242). Recent studies by Liu (2013) and Mehl (2018) have further supported Grondelaers & Geeraerts’s (2003) hypothesis on 

the semantic motivation underlying nativelike selections. This study contributes new evidence, enriching our understanding of this 

understudied but crucial aspect of the dynamics of language. 

The following sections first introduce studies that challenge the arbitrariness of nativelike selections, highlighting the need for 

a semantic explanation of this phenomenon. Such semantic motivation can be captured by Grondelaers & Geeraerts’s (2003) 
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hypothesis, which proposes that a concept is more readily expressed by a certain linguistic expression whose prototype aligns with 

that concept. Grondelaers & Geeraerts’s (2003) relevant studies, including the prototype theory, are then discussed. Finally, the 

corpus analysis reveals the language-specific pragmatic nuances of shang’s prototype, elucidating the semantic motivation (why 

it is favored by native speakers) behind the nativelike selection bu shang shou ‘not harm hands’ in customer reviews of the dish 

soap.  

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Studies Challenging the Arbitrariness of Nativelike Selections 

The idea of almost equating nativelike selections with arbitrary word combinations can been seen in the extensive literature of 

formulaic language studies (Pawley & Syder, 1983; De Cock, 1998; Erman & Warren, 2000; Erman, 2009; Smiskova et al., 2012; Wray, 

2012; Ortaçtepe, 2013; Erman et al., 2016). Due to this belief, it is advised by researchers and teachers in the second language 

classroom that these linguistic expressions should be taught and learned as an integral whole rather than being taken apart and 

analyzed in isolation for their underlying rules (Liu, 2010; Woolard, 2000). 
However, there are opposing evidence and viewpoints challenging this idea. Walker (2008), Liu (2010), and Bosque (2011) 

questioned the assumed arbitrariness of some collocations, highlighting their potential analyzability and deducibility (e.g., 

*powerful coffee does not necessarily prove the arbitrariness of strong coffee when considering the nuanced semantic distinctions 

between powerful and strong); Alonso Ramos (2017) also summarized views in this perspective. This deducibility is usually analyzed 

from a “predicate-driven” perspective rather than the traditional “from argument/base to predicate/collocate” direction (Almela-

Sánchez, 2019). Nesselhauf (2005: 32, 35) also noted the challenge in categorizing collocations, pointing out that some 

combinations can be interpreted as either arbitrary or not (e.g., ?commit a lie may not affirm the arbitrariness of commit a suicide 

if the latter is viewed as a stand-alone sense of commit). 
In addition, the phenomenon of nativelike selection extends beyond words that conventionally co-occur. Even though Foster 

(2009) and Zaytseva (2016) consider nativelike selections as (arbitrary) formulaic language, they also observed “nativelike selection 

of individual words”. For instance, learners tend to use broad-meaning basic vocabularies (e.g., understand) in contrast to native 

speakers, who often prefer narrowly defined terms (e.g., notice, realize, pay attention, and care). This indicates that nativelike 

selections include the nuanced selection of individual words, which need not be directly linked to arbitrariness. 

 

2.2 Semantic Motivation Derived from Lexical Prototypes 

The above findings suggest that not all nativelike selections are necessarily arbitrary, allowing room for semantic explanation and 

analyzability. This issue can be addressed through the hypothesis proposed by Geeraerts et al. (1994), and Grondelaers & Geeraerts 

(2003). They highlight prototypicality as the underlying semantic motivation for a lexical item to express a concept, rather than 

attributing it to arbitrariness. The hypothesis under investigation in this study is as follows: 

“A referent is more readily named by a lexical item if it is a salient member of the category denoted by that item” (Grondelaers 

& Geeraerts 2003: 74). 

This delineates the empirical findings in Geeraerts et al. (1994), which compiled a database of clothing photos paired with 

their corresponding referring words from fashion magazines, and discovered “In plain language: when you have to name 

something, you preferentially choose those items of which the thing to be named is a typical representative”. In recent years, this 

hypothesis has been supported by Liu (2013) and Mehl (2018). Liu (2013) investigated native speakers' use of synonyms in different 

contexts, finding that they prefer synonyms whose prototypes align closely with the intended contextual meaning. Liu (2013) noted 

that this phenomenon aligns with the findings of Geeraerts et al. (1994). Similarly, Mehl (2018) validated this hypothesis through 

a study on English verbs such as make, take, and give. The prototypes of these verbs are concrete rather than abstract, and native 

speakers are more likely to use them when referring to concrete uses as opposed to their abstract alternatives, such as produce, 

collect, and provide. 

 

2.3 Prototype Theory 

To explore the prototypes of words, this section introduces prototype theory. Prototype theory, first proposed by Rosch (1973), 

originated in the field of psychology. This theory posits that members of a category exhibit varying degrees of typicality. For any 

given category, there are “good examples” and “bad examples”, as well as “typical members” and “marginal members”. The central 

members of a category are its prototypes. For instance, in the category of ‘bird’, a prototypical bird is characterized by features 

such as feathers, a beak, and the ability to fly. Ostriches and penguins are marginal members of the “bird” category, whereas 

sparrows and swallows are prototypical. The category of “bird” is defined by its prototype (typical birds), while ostriches and 

penguins form a peripheral subset. Following its introduction in psychology, linguists have extensively applied prototype theory 

to the semantic analysis of words. One early study is Fillmore (1977), which employed prototype theory to analyze the semantics 

of the word “bachelor”. 

Gilquin (2008) points out that there are different yet interconnected definitions for the concept of prototype. Of them, the 

most relevant ones to this study, are the most cognitively salient exemplar among members of a category, and the most frequent 
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item in the corpus. To ensure objectivity, practicality, and reproducibility in this study, this study adopts the latter perspective, 

utilizing corpus-based methods to investigate the prototypes of lexical items. 

 

2.4 Usage Clusters as Categorizations of Lexical Prototypes 

This study adopts the view that a word can have multiple prototypes, different from the conventional view which only posits a 

single prototype (Gilquin, 2008). This approach enables a more fine-grained analysis of word usage and its prototypes. The notion 

that an individual sense of a word can have a prototype, can be found in Geeraerts (1993, 1997: 61), Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk 

(2007), and Fu (2015). This can be exemplified by Ambridge’s (2020) illustration: spoons are generally small and metal or large and 

wooden; but there can not be a single prototype that is intermediate in these attributes. 
To analyze the categorizations of words’ prototypes, this study employs a cluster-based methodology to address the 

challenges in identifying different senses that correspond to different prototypes. Determining word senses is “notoriously 

problematic” (Gries, 2006; Artstein & Poesio, 2008), particularly in addressing the issues of “splitting or lumping” or “vagueness vs. 

polysemy” problem (Geeraerts, 1993; Tuggy, 1993). Different scholars (Taylor, 2012: 223) and dictionaries (Jackson, 2002: 88) favor 

different approaches of these two. Also, every polysemy test is not without problems, as extensively discussed by Riemer (2005). 

Moreover, word meanings are inherently flexible and lack clearly defined boundaries (Geeraerts, 2006: 74). 
The underlying principle behind the cluster-based analysis of prototype categorizations is “senses and corresponding 

prototypes as clusters of usages”, based on distributionalism which holds that different meanings are associated with different 

contexts (Lenci, 2008). This idea has been widely put into practice applied in natural language processing under the term “word 

sense induction/discrimination” (Navigli, 2009; Nasiruddin, 2013), where “the number of clusters indicates the number of the target 

word’s senses” (Ghayoomi, 2021). This principle is similarly reflected in the work of linguists such as Glynn (2010a, 2016), Polguère 

(2018), and Gries (2019). 

  

3. Materials and Methods 

To investigate the semantic motivation behind the nativelike selection bu shang shou ‘not harm hands’—specifically, why it is 

favored by native speakers—this study follows previous studies that emphasize the role of lexical prototypes. The prototype of 

shang ‘harm’ is analyzed in comparison with its near-synonyms or its near equivalents in Chinese (shanghai), English (harm), and 

Japanese (kizutsukeru). For a fine-grained analysis, only the present negative forms of these 4 words were collected and analyzed 

because syntactic variations influence word usage (Stubbs, 2001; Glynn, 2010a, 2010b). The results aim to uncover why the present 

negative form of shang is preferred to praise the skin feel of dish soap. 
This study employs the CC-100 corpus (Conneau et al., 2020), a multilingual dataset derived from web-crawled texts from 

2018. From CC-100, 5160 instances of the present negative forms of shang, shanghai, harm, and kizutsukeru were randomly 

sampled respectively. The following processes were performed on the collected data: a cluster-based analysis of shang’s prototype 

categorization, and a behavioral profile analysis (Divjak & Gries, 2006) of shang’s pragmatic nuance in its prototype.  
Following Velasco et al. (2022), and Saidi & Jarray (2023), the steps in cluster-based analysis include generating embeddings 

for sentences containing the target word, and clustering of these embeddings; 5160 sentences were analyzed for each word. The 

steps in behavioral profile analysis (Divjak & Gries, 2006) include annotation of semantic features, and correspondence analysis of 

the annotation results; 100 sentences were annotated for each word, resulting in a total of 11,600 tags annotated. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 

4.1 Results of Shang’s Prototype Categorization 

By conducting categorization of shang’s prototypes, rather than analyzing them as a whole, this fosters a more fine-grained analysis 

of shang’s pragmatic nuance in the nativelike selection of bu shang shou ‘not harm hands’, which helps uncover the semantic 

motivation underlying this nativelike selection. 
The results of shang’s prototype categorization are summarized in Figure 1 and are compared with shanghai, harm, and 

kizutsukeru. The results show that the prototype categorizations of these 4 words are similar, which is consistent with their status 

as near-synonyms, and indicates the reliability of this analysis. Shang’s usages can be divided into 2 clusters, indicating two distinct 

prototypes with different meanings, as suggested in Section 2.4. 
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Figure 1: Visualization of the prototype categorization for shang, shanghai, harm, and kizutsukeru. 

 

By manually inspecting the sentences in these two cluster, it is identified that cluster 1, rather than cluster 2, corresponds to 

shang’s usage in bu shang shou ‘not harm hands’. The analysis indicates that cluster 1 is about health-related harm as shown in (1), 

while cluster 2 is about emotional or destructive harm as demonstrated in (2) and (3).  

(1) Dan zhiyao jizhu yixia zhe qi dian, paobu budan bu shang xi, hai neng zhuang xi. 

 ‘But as long as you remember these seven points, running not only doesn't harm the knees but can even strengthen 

them.’ 

(2) “Xiang'ai bu yiding yao zai yiqi”, ye chengwei le jujue duifang de, zui bu shang ren de liyou. 

 ‘‘Loving each other doesn't mean we have to be together’, has become the rejection that does not harm anyone.’ 

(3) Yong fangshexing wuzhi sha si tamen, weifan le guoji jian bu shang pingmin de zhunze. 

 ‘Using radioactive substances to kill them violates the international principle of not harming civilians.’ 

Additionally, the findings from manual inspection are supported by analyzing the top five most frequent objects of shang 
‘harm’ across the clusters. The results further demonstrate that cluster 1 is characterized by harm to body parts, contrasting with 

cluster 2, where the usage of emotional harm is dominant. 

 

Table 1: Comparison of shang’s usage in cluster 1 and 2. 

Usage type Most frequent objects of shang 

Cluster 1 shen ‘body’, shou ‘hand’, shenti ‘body’, yan ‘eye’, pifu ‘skin’ 

Cluster 2 ren ‘person’, ganqing ‘emotion’, xin ‘heart’, shen ‘body’, zizun ‘self-respect’ 

 

4.2 Results of Shang’s Pragmatic Nuance in Its Prototype 

Findings in Section 4.1 indicate that the semantic motivation behind the nativelike selection bu shang shou ‘not harm hands’, can 

be revealed by focusing on the prototype of cluster 1 in shang’s usage. A behavioral profile analysis was conducted on the 

prototype of shang’s cluster 1, as described in Section 3. The results are summarized and visualized in Figure 2. For details of how 

to interpret this plot, see Bock (2011).  
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Figure 2: Shang’s pragmatic nuance in comparison with shanghai, harm, and kizutsukeru. The relative associations between words 

and semantic features are represented by their spatial distance and font sizes (e.g., shang is associated with features in the upper 

circle). 

 

Results in Figure 2 reveal shang’s language-specific pragmatic nuance in its prototype, distinguishing it from the other words. 

The four words occupy distinct positions in the plot, reflecting their different nuances in meaning. In summary, shang is distinctively 

associated with self-care suggestions for everyday life; shanghai and harm are more general in meaning without strong pragmatic 

nuances like shang; kizutsukeru is distinctively associated with careless or accidental scratches. 

The prototypical meaning of Chinese shang ‘harm’ is closely linked to self-care suggestions for everyday life. It is associated 

with “everyday life” and related agents like “life habit”, “diet”, “cleaning”, “physical exercise”, and “product”; additionally, shang is 

high in raw percentages for “repetitiveness” and “harm_in_the_long_term” which are related to everyday life. Moreover, it is 

associated with “self-care”, which is about ways to take care of personal health. This is related to features like “Agent: method”, 

“comparativity/superiority” and “recommendation”, which are about the ways. Health-related features include “Agent: 

medicine/therapy” and “Patient: body part”. In fact, the features about everyday life and self-care are inherently interconnected, 

because self-care is about what we choose to do in everyday life routines. 

As Segall & Goldstein (1989) summarized, self-care is associated with elements such as laypersons rather than professionals, 

consultation with non-medical health care practitioners, lifestyle and routine health maintenance activities (e.g., eating, sleep, 

exercise, and personal hygiene), and chronic morbidity. These are closely related to the semantic features associated with shang 

in Figure 2. 

The prototype of shang can be exemplified in (4) and (5). They recommend self-care tips in everyday life that teach the correct 

life habits for eating and exercising. When eating and exercising, we have to choose the foods and methods. However, we are 
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concerned that if we do not follow the right practices, these routines could harm our health in the long term. Normal ways of 

breastfeeding and jumping rope may be harmful to our health and knees to a degree, especially in the long term. Therefore, by 

using shang, better ways which avoid or minimize the harm are recommended instead.  

(4) Women de shenghuo zhong you bushao yongcan wuqu, name zenme chi cai neng zai yuezi li rang xin mamamen ji you 

zugou yingyang gongji baobao naishui er you neng bu shang ziji shenti ne? 

‘There are many misconceptions about eating habits in our lives. So, how can new moms eat during the postpartum 

confinement to ensure sufficient nutrition for breastfeeding while not harming their own bodies?’ 

(5) Tiaosheng bu shang xigai jiu yao jiangjiu fangshi fangfa, zhengque de fangshi, bujin zengjia xiaoguo, hai neng baohu hao 

xigai.  

‘If you want that jumping rope doesn’t harm your knees, you need to pay attention to the method. A correct method not 

only enhances the benefits but also protects your knees.’ 

In summary, when we say A bu shang B ‘A does not harm B’, we typically mean the following pragmatic nuance in shang’s 

prototype that is about self-care suggestions for everyday life: 

a. We choose how to do things and what to use in everyday life habits (e.g., what to eat and what products to use). 

b. B is usually a body part. 

c. Poor choices result in worsening the health of B in the long term. 

d. We want to maintain good body health. 

e. A is recommended because it does not harm B’s health and is considered an appropriate and better choice. 

 

4.3 Semantic Motivation Underlying the Nativelike Selection 

Bu shang shou ‘not harm hands’ is a nativelike selection favored by Chinese speakers to praise the skin feel of the dish soap product. 
An analysis of lexical collocations with shou ‘hand’ in the customer reviews reveals that shang ‘harm’ is the most frequent word. If 

the analysis were limited to this observation, one might conclude that the frequent collocation of them is arbitrary in the texts, as 

there appears to be no obvious reasons for preferring shang ‘harm’ over alternatives such as hao ‘good’ or gan ‘dry’. However, the 

underlying semantic motivation can be revealed if a broader analysis is involved by further studying shang’s entire usages beyond 

its combination with shou ‘hand’. This uncovers its special pragmatic nuance in its prototype, which explains Chinese speakers’ 

preference of it in the customer reviews. 

Specifically, the analysis in this study is grounded in the hypothesis of Grondelaers & Geeraerts (2003). According to this 

hypothesis, if a concept aligns with a certain word’s prototype, then it is preferably expressed with that word by native speakers. 

The concept of “praising the skin feel of the dish soap product” is about praising its favorable effect on people’s health, and 

recommending this household necessity that people use in daily life. This concept aligns with shang’s prototype which is associated 

with self-care suggestions for everyday life. Consequently, bu shang shou ‘not harm hands’ becomes the nativelike selection in this 

customer review. Additionally, an interesting comparison can be made with English and Japanese linguistic usages in the same 

texts. Neither the English term harm nor the Japanese term kizutsukeru ‘harm’ carries the same pragmatic nuance, which explains 

why they are not chosen as nativelike selections by their native speakers.  
 

5. Conclusion 

This study challenges the conventional assumption that nativelike selections are fundamentally arbitrary, by demonstrating the 

role of semantic motivation in shaping linguistic preferences. Through a semantic analysis of the Chinese nativelike selection bu 

shang shou ‘not harm hands’ in the customer review texts, this research reveals that the verb shang ‘harm’ is favored not merely 

by convention but because of its pragmatic nuance in its prototype. The Corpus-based clustering analysis and behavioral profile 

analysis identified two distinct prototypes of shang: one centered on health-related harm and is associated with “self-care 

suggestions for everyday life”, and the other on emotional or destructive harm. The former aligns with the pragmatic context of 

product reviews, where bu shang shou ‘not harm hands’ functions as a recommendation for maintaining skin health through 

appropriate choice of household necessity (i.e., the dish soap) that people use in everyday life. These findings validate Grondelaers 

& Geeraerts’ (2003) hypothesis that a concept is more readily be expressed by a word whose prototype aligns with that concept. 

There are also limitations in this research. How many nativelike selections are arbitrary or analyzable by investigating the semantic 

motivations is beyond the scope of this study, and this can be further studied in future research. 
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