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Abstract 
Regarding the semantic status of Chinese classifiers, Greenberg (1972) announced that 

they only serve to reinforce the semantic attribute in the noun; they do not have semantic 

content. In addition, Gebhardt (2011) stated that Chinese classifiers are functional rather 

than lexical. Taking the same view regarding the status of classifiers, Her and Hsieh (2010) 

offered diagnostic tests to show that Chinese classifiers are semantically vacuous. Although 

we agree with Gebhardt (2011) that Chinese has a mass-count distinction, we question the 

view that Chinese classifiers are semantically empty. In this study, we offer additional 

evidence to demonstrate Chinese classifiers play a role in reference to real world entities and 

thus are not semantically vacant. 
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1. Introduction 

Gebhardt (2011) argued against Wu and Bodomo’s (2009) analysis that, first, Chinese 

classifiers are lexical and, second, Chinese nouns are mass. In Gebhardt’s view, Chinese 

classifiers are functional rather than lexical. This idea is not totally new, since Greenberg 

(1972) expressed the same proposition. Taking the same view regarding the status of 

classifiers, Her and Hsieh (2010) offered diagnostic tests to show that Chinese classifiers are 

semantically vacuous. With respect to the entailment of Chinese nouns, Gebhardt (2011) 

pronounced that Chinese nouns distinguish themselves between mass and count. We agree 

with Gebhardt (2011) that Chinese has a mass-count distinction. However, we question the 

declaration that Chinese classifiers are semantically empty. In this study, we demonstrate 

that Her and Hsieh’s (2010) diagnostic tests are not without problems. At the same time, we 

pinpoint that Chinese classifiers play a role in reference to real world entities and thus are 

not semantically vacant.  

2. Classifiers versus Measure Words  

Gebhardt (2011) distinguished classifiers from measure words. According to Gebhardt, 

the two categories are very different: Chinese classifiers classify nouns and simply name the 

nouns being classified, while measure words create arbitrary units of measurement for a 

wide variety of nouns. Gebhardt addressed that Chinese classifiers do not add meaning since 

they tell us only what we already know about one thing. In Denny’s (1986) terms, classifiers 

play the qualifying role, while measure words perform the quantifying role. While we agree 

that measure words specify units of measurement and classifiers concern linguistic 

classification, we are intrigued to know whether Chinese classifiers are semantically empty 

in relation to the co-occurring nouns. In the subsequent section, we scrutinize the 

semantically null theorem with great care.  

3. Are Classifiers Lexical?  

3.1. The Semantically Empty View  

Gebhardt (2011) is not the first one to argue that Chinese classifiers add no information 

to the noun phrases they co-occur with. Greenberg (1972) assured that the use of a classifier 

adds no new content but just reinforces what is already inherent in the noun. Her and Hsieh 
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(2010) also held a semantically empty stance. They argued for this position with new data. 

In their opinion, Chinese classifiers classify or categorize nouns by highlighting certain 

properties inherent to the noun. Take (1) for example. Her and Hsieh (2010) declared that 

having a tail is part of what necessarily makes a fish. Thus, in (1), the classifier wei and the 

noun yu ‘fish’ are compatible because fish has a tail as an essential property. Her and Hsieh 

(2010) claimed that the classifier wei adds no information to the noun; that is, it only 

identifies the essential property of fish “having a tail”. 

 (1) yi wei yu 

    one CL fish 

   ‘one fish’  

However, Ahrens (1994) and Zhang (2007) notice that, in Chinese classifier usage, it is not 

unusual that one classifier can be used for a variety of noun entities that share no clear 

intrinsic features. Zhang (2007, p. 55) takes the classifier bu as an example. It can be used as 

a classifier for a novel, a film, a car, and a telephone, as in (2). Zhang stresses that there is no 

clear shared prototypical or semantic reason why these nouns can be grouped together under 

the classifier bu. 

 (2) a. yi bu xiaoshuo (Zhang 2007, p. 55) 

one CL novel 

‘one novel’ 

b. yi bu dianying 

one CL movie 

‘one movie’ 

c. yi bu jiaoche 

one CL car 

‘one car’  

d. yi bu dianhua 

one CL telephone 

‘one telephone’     

Given the examples in (2), Ahrens (1994) and Zhang (2007) conclude that, while 

acknowledging the conceptual basis of linguistic classification, we must recognize that the 
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relation between classifiers and nouns is not always consistent. In other words, it is not in 

general correct to say that classifiers simply name the essential trait of the entities being 

categorized.  

3.2. Classifiers Play A Part  

In the semantically empty view, classifiers do not impart additional meaning to nouns. 

In Gebhardt’s words, classifiers are functional, that is, they are semantically empty. However, 

such a proposition is not able to explain the sentences in (3):  

 (3) a. Yugang li you henduo yu. 

Fish.tank in have many fish 

‘In the fish tank are many fish.’ 

b. Yugang li you henduo tiao yu. 

Fish.tank in have many CL fish 

‘In the fish tank are many fish.’ 

c. Dahai li you henduo yu. 

Sea in have many fish 

‘In the sea are many fish.’ 

d. *Dahai li you henduo tiao yu.  

Sea in have many CL fish 

(3a) and (3b) refer to a narrower domain of space. As we can see, the use of the classifier 

tiao does not affect the grammaticality. Relating to (3c) and (3d), the sentences denote a 

larger spatial domain where the use of the classifier tiao is prohibited. If it is the case that 

classifiers are merely functional, we predict that (3d) should be fine as (3c). However, the 

prediction is not borne out. Hence, the contrast of the (non-)/appearance of classifiers as 

revealed in (3) raises a problem for the semantically vacant view of classifiers.  

Concerning the semantic status of classifiers, Her and Hsieh announced that classifiers 

are lexically vacant. In such a view, they make the claim that in the adjective-classifier-noun 

construction, the pre-classifier adjective transcends the classifier and modifies the noun. 

According to Her and Hsieh, adjectival modification on classifiers is equivalent to that on 

nouns. Witness (4): 
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 (4) a. yi ke da pingguo  

one CL large apple  

‘one large apple’  

b. yi da ke pingguo 

one large CL apple 

‘one large apple’ 

In Her and Hsieh’s analysis, (4a) is equivalent to (4b) in meaning for the modifier da 

transcends the semantically null classifier ke and modifies the noun pingguo. However, the 

sentences in (5) pose a problem for Her and Hsieh’s analysis: 

 (5) a. Zhe ke miantuan hen yuan.1 

This CL dough very roundish 

‘This lump of dough is roundish.’ 

b. *Zhe ke miantuan hen chang.  

This CL dough very longish  

c. Zhe tiao miantuan hen chang.2  

This CL dough very longish 

‘This loaf of dough is longish.’ 

d. *Zhe tiao miantuan hen yuan.  

This CL dough very roundish  

The NPs in (5a) and (5b) contain the classifier ke that denotes roundness and stiffness. It is 

apparent that the NPs with ke can be predicated of by the property “being roundish” but not 

“being longish”. As we know, miantuan ‘dough’ is roundish and firm in normal cases. 

Therefore, it sounds odd if the subject NP takes the predicate “being elongated”. However, 

we have to note that dough is moldable into different shapes. Hence, the classifier tiao that 

encodes longishness and thinness can perfectly apply to miantuan. What matters is that 

                                                      
1  Examples illustrating the co-occurrence of miantuan and ke are found on Google Taiwan webpages at 

http://www.ypkd.hc.edu.tw/study2_3.html and http://forfunhouse.myweb.hinet.net/03.htm. 
2  The co-occurrences of miantuan and tiao can also be attested on webpages of Google Taiwan: http://  

etoe.mlc.edu.tw/design/showdesign.jsp?signid=784 and http://www.ytower.com.tw/recipe/iframe- 

recipe. asp?seq= H01-241. 
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when the subject NP takes the classifier tiao, it is felicitous to ascribe the property of being 

elongated to the subject NP as in (5c). On the other hand, when the subject NP contains tiao, 

it cannot be assigned the property of being roundish as in (5d). The examples in (5) indicate 

that the use of different classifiers contributes meaning to the resulting noun phrases, contra 

the semantically vacuous position.  

Additionally, Her and Hsieh (2010) put forth a formal test to demonstrate that classifiers are 

semantically vacuous. Consider (6) as follows:  

 (6) a. *yi da ke xiao pingguo (from Her and Hsieh 2010) 

one large CL small apple 

‘one large small apple’ 

b. *dadade yi ke xiao pingguo (from Her and Hsieh 2010) 

large one CL small apple  

‘one large small apple’ 

Regarding the ungrammaticality of (6), Her and Hsieh voiced that the stacking of 

antonymous adjectives is impossible, since the apple cannot be large and small at the same 

time. However, Her and Hsieh’s analysis has its limitations. The search of Google Taiwan 

webpages provides a number of examples against Her and Hsieh’s argument. Witness the 

examples in (7) as follows: 

 (7) a. yi da ke xiao faguomianbao3  

one large CL small boule  

‘one small boule that is “large” in terms of roundness’  

b. yi da kuai xiao niurou4 

one large CL small beef  

‘one beef chunk that is “large” in terms of hunkiness’  

c. xiao tiao da maojin5 

small CL large towel  

                                                      
3  This instance is found at http://www.wretch.cc/blog/tsutzu/20570441. 
4  The data showing the stacking of da and xiao are adopted at http://www.eastweek.com.hk/index. 

php?aid=14186 and http://book.kanunu.org/files/world/201101/1305/6973.html. 
5  For this piece of data, please visit http://item.taobao.com/item.htm?id=7144667223.   
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‘large towels that are “small” in terms of cylindricality’  

d. liang xiao kuai da feichang6 

two small CL large bowel  

‘two large bowels that are “small” in terms of lumpiness’  

The examples as shown in (7) apparently falsify Her and Hsieh’s report as to the stacking of 

“antonymous” adjectives. In other words, Her and Hsieh’s analysis cannot account for why 

no contradiction arises in (7) where the pre-classifier modifiers and the adnominal modifiers 

appear to communicate opposite meanings. The grammaticality of the sentences in (7) 

indicates that adjectival modification on classifiers is not equal to that on nouns. Put 

differently, classifiers do play an independent role in meaning. The data in (7) point to the 

inadequacy of the semantically null approach. 

Still, Her and Hsieh (2010) adopted the ge-substitution test to verify the semantic status 

of classifiers. First, Her and Hsieh announced that ge is a generic classifier that only 

functions to highlight the intrinsic discreteness of a thing and does not indicate shape, 

function, animacy, or any other semantic features. According to Her and Hsieh, since ge only 

profiles the inherent discreteness and disconnectedness of a thing, the substitution of 

classifiers by ge in an NP should not incur any loss or change of meaning. Consider (8) as 

follows: 

 (8) a. san ke pingguo 

three CL apple  

‘three apples’  

b. san ge pingguo  

three GE apple7 

‘three apples’ 

Concerning (8), Her and Hsieh voiced that the when the classifier ke in (8a) is replaced by 

ge as in (8b), no change of meaning occurs. Her and Hsieh employed this test in support of 

                                                      
6 This example comes from the Google Taiwan webpage at http://taiwanesefolkopera. 

blogspot.com/2009_02_01_archive.html.   
7  In this study, we leave the semantic status of ge for further research. Thus, we keep unspecified as to  

its gloss.  
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the argument that classifiers do not add new information. However, this test is not flawless. 

Let us scrutinize the data in (9): 

 (9) a. Yadanhuang, yi ke qiecheng liang ge.8  

Duck.yolk one CL cut two GE 

‘(As for) the duck yolk, we cut one into two.’  

a’. *Yadanhuang yi ke qiecheng liang ke. 

Duck.yolk one CL cut two CL 

b. Yao ba yachi qiecheng liang ge.9 

Want make tooth cut two GE 

‘(The dentist) wanted to cut the tooth into two.’  

b’. *Yao ba yachi qiecheng liang ke.  

c. Yi tiao qiechen si ge.10 

One CL cut four GE 

‘(As for sushi), you should cut one into four.’  

c’. *Yi tiao qiecheng si tiao.  

One CL cut four CL 

 (10) a. Na yi ge pingguo shi da ke pingguo. 

That one GE apple be large CL apple 

‘That is a large apple.’  

b. Na yi ge pingguo shi da kuai pingguo. 

That one GE apple be large CL apple 

‘That is a large piece of apple.’ 

c. Na yi ke pingguo shi da ke pingguo. 

That one CL apple be large CL apple 

‘That is a large apple.’ 

d. *Na yi ke pingguo shi da kuai pingguo. 

That one CL apple be large CL apple  

                                                      
8 The sentence is obtained from http://tw.myblog.yahoo.com/ jw!jcN9om.RGh20Ppc0WVVc/                      

article?mid=7281&next=7263&l=a&fid=73.  
9  For the instance, please visit http://blog.yam.com/Yyoga/article/28762705.  
10 This example is found at http://www.housebakery.com/frame/sushi.htm.  
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Sentences (9a), (9b), and (9c) are found from Google Taiwan webpages. In (9a) and (9a’), it 

is clear that when we cut a duck yolk into two, we can apply liang ge ‘two GE’ but not liang 

ke ‘two CL’ to the half part of a duck yolk. As indicated by (9b) and (9b’), while yi ke yachi 

‘one CL tooth’ designates a tooth, we can refer to a whole tooth or a half of a tooth by ge. As 

for (9c) and (9c’), it is shown that sushi can go with the classifier tiao when it refers to the 

sushi that is just made and not sliced yet for serving. However, only ge but not tiao can be 

employed to designate a part of the sushi. If it is correct that ge serves to denote the intrinsic 

discreteness of an entity, we predict that it should not be able to occur in (9a), (9b), and (9c) 

where the object NPs do not encode inherently individual, discrete entities. But as evident 

from the data, the prediction is not borne out11. The sentences in (10) provide further 

evidence that Her and Hsieh’s assertion as to the nature of ge is questionable. From (10a) 

and (10b), it is clear that ge can refer to a whole apple or a piece of apple. It does not 

necessarily designate the intrinsic discreteness of a thing. On the other hand, as in (10c) and 

(10d), ke but not ge denotes the shape of an apple in the state of completeness.12 In a word, 

using the ge-substitution test to capture the nature of classifiers as Her and Hsieh proposed is 

not totally tenable.   

Lastly, Her and Hsieh (2010) claimed that, due to stylistic pressure, classifiers but not 

                                                      
11  While we take (9a’), (9b’), and (9c’) to be unacceptable, a reviewer has different  acceptability 

judgments of the three sentences. In order to back up our intuition, we add an extended description to 

highlight the improper use of the classifiers under discussion. Take (9a) and (9a’) for example: 

   (i) *Yadanhuang yi ke qiecheng liang ke. (Qizhong yi ke zai qiecheng si ke.)  

      Duck.yolk one CL cut two CL. (Of one CL further cut four CL.) 

   (ii) Yadanhuang yi ke qiecheng liang ge. (Qizhong yi ge zai qiecheng si ge.) 

      Duck.yolk one CL cut two GE. (Of one GE further cut four GE) 

 ‘(As for) the duck yolk, we cut one into two. (One of the two was further cut into four portions.)’ 

   As in (i), the use of classifier ke in the parenthetic description is not appropriate, for a duck yolk cannot 

be in the state of roundness after cutting into four pieces. By contrast, the use of ge is acceptable in the 

extension in (ii). These two examples provide more solid support for our argument that ge does not 

encode inherent individuality of things as Her and Hsieh claimed.  
12  Although we have pointed out that ge does not indicate inherent individualness, we are not able to 

provide an account for the nature of ge at the point. We suggest that further study should be carried out 

to reveal the semantic trait of ge.  
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measure words can be dropped. They attribute the omission of classifiers to their semantic 

distinction: measure words contribute additional meaning to the noun; classifiers do not. 

They take (11) as illustration:  

 (11) a. wu bing er yu (Her and Hsieh 2010) 

five loaf two fish 

‘five loaves and two fish’ 

The example refers to the Bible story that is named in Chinese as wu bing er yu “five loaves 

and two fish”. However, a search of Google Taiwan webpages attested that measure words 

are omissible due to stylistic factors. Observe (11b), (11c), and (11d) as follows: 

 (11) b. yi geng san chi13  

one thick.soup three eat 

‘one bowl of thick soup available in three eating styles’ 

c. yi mian liu chi14 

one noodle six eat 

‘one bowl of noodles available in six eating styles’ 

d. yi shui duo yong15  

one water multiple use 

‘one barrel of water serving multiple uses’ 

Apparently, what are omitted between the number words and the nouns geng ‘thick soup’, 

mian ‘noodles’, and shui ‘water’ are measure words. (11b) and (11c) denote methods of 

treating food: (11b) refers to a bowl of thick soup available in three different ways and (11c) 

refers to a bowl of noodles available in six different styles. Relating to (11d), it denotes a 

barrel of water to serve multiple purposes. The three examples found from Google Taiwan 

nullify Her and Hsieh’s statement that classifiers but not measure words can be dropped.  

                                                      
13 This example is found at http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache: lIzkeCA3XlYJ: 

www.wretch.cc/blog/chiu196367/27531762+%E4%B8%80%E7%BE%B9%E4%B8%89%E5%90%

83&cd=1&hl=zh-TW&ct=clnk. 
14  This instance is adopted from http://www.wretch.cc/blog/candicecity/26697617. 
15  This expression is taken from http://tw.myblog.yahoo.com/ jw!77TQwE.UGQXENdWXk. 

4JtuUiiBI-/ article?mid=11565. 
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4. Semantic Status of Classifiers  

4.1. Classifiers and Cognition  

There is a body of literature suggesting that Chinese classifiers reflect human 

categorization. The rationale is that languages have grammatical means for the linguistic 

categorization of nominals. The grammatical means provide a window on how people 

categorize the outer world. Concerning Chinese classifiers, Allan (1977) contends that they 

serve as noun categorization devices. According to Allan, they appear in structures under 

specifiable conditions and denote salient perceived features of a real world thing. According 

to a cross-linguistic observation, Allan proposes seven categories in human cognition. They 

are material, shape, consistency, size, location, arrangement, and quanta. In reply to Allan’s 

categorization, Tai (1994) makes some remarks. He pinpoints that that Allan’s categorization 

does not apply to Chinese. First, Chinese classifiers do not classify objects in terms of 

location. In addition, Chinese classifiers do not classify things by arrangement and quanta. 

As we have clarified earlier, measure words indicate the quantity of a thing in a 

non-permanent state and arrangement. Put differently, the distinction between Chinese 

classifiers and measure words is not drawn properly.  

In view of the inadequacy of Allan’s proposal, Tai proposes we should look into 

Chinese classifiers on the basis of prototype theory. In line with Lakoff (1986), Tai 

incorporates property theory with an experiential view of human categorization. Namely, 

human categorization is a reflection of experience and interaction with the real world. As an 

illustration, tiao (條), gen (根) and zhi (枝) originally referred to parts of a tree. Through 

metaphorical extension, they came to encode objects other than plants and trees. Tai’s 

findings demonstrate that Chinese classifiers are cognitively and semantically motivated. In 

order to validate Tai’s view as to Chinese classifiers, Tien et al. (2002) examine the relation 

of nouns with classifiers using an experimental paradigm. In the noun-featuring rating task 

and a classifier judgment task, data show that subjects use noun feature as a useful clue in 

acceptability judgments of classifiers. Also, in the on-line semantic verification task, 

subjects judge whether a classifier-noun stimulus is semantically plausible. The analysis 

provides further support for a feature-comparison process. That is, when the classifier and 
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the noun are highly compatible with respect to semantic features, it takes a shorter time to 

make the judgment. Lastly, the classifier elicitation task confirms that the manipulation of 

the salience of noun feature invites the use of classifier to shift from one category to another. 

These experiments indicate that Chinese classifiers reflect human categorization.   

In this subsection, we have presented views as to how classifiers mirror human 

categorization. However, an issue that needs to be settled down relates to whether classifiers 

contribute new information to the resulting noun phrases. In order to probe into this question, 

we resort to Zhang’s (2007) multi-faceted account of Chinese classifiers.  

Concerning the semantic nature of classifiers, Zhang (2007) points out that the 

semantically null view (Gebhardt 2011; Her and Hsieh 2010) does not recognize the fact that 

in classifier languages, a noun entity may have shifting references, and it is often through the 

use of a particular classifier that the meaning becomes specified. Zhang (2007) cites a 

well-quoted example offered by Becker (1975): the Burmese word myiʔ ‘river’ can take 

more than eight classifiers and distinct semantic implications are invited hinging on the 

choice of different classifiers. Witness the examples as follows (Zhang 2007: p. 51): 

 (12) a. myiʔ tə yaʔ ‘river one place’ (e.g., destination for a picnic) 

b. myiʔ tə tan ‘river one line’ (e.g., on a map) 

c. myiʔ tə hmwa ‘river one section’ (e.g., a fishing area) 

d. myiʔ tə ’sin ‘river one distant arc’ (e.g., a path to the sea) 

e. myiʔ tə ’we ‘river one connection’ (e.g., tying two villages) 

f. myiʔ tə ’pa ‘river one secret object’ (e.g., in mythology) 

g. myiʔ tə khu’ ‘river one conceptual unit’ (e.g., in a discussion of rivers in general) 

h. myiʔ tə myiʔ ‘river one river’ (e.g., the unmarked case) 

On the basis of the data in (12), Zhang (2007) notes that classifiers contribute information to 

the whole phrases. Zhang adds that, concerning (12), one can speak of a river in Burmese in 

varying contexts depending on the speech act one is performing. Chinese classifiers display 

the same quality, akin to Burmese classifiers. Let us refer to the examples in (5) repeated as 

follows: 

 (5) a. Zhe ke miantuan hen yuan. 
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This CL dough very roundish 

‘This lump of dough is roundish.’ 

b. *Zhe ke miantuan hen chang.  

This CL dough very longish  

c. Zhe tiao miantuan hen chang.  

This CL dough very longish 

‘This loaf of dough is longish.’ 

d. *Zhe tiao miantuan hen yuan.  

This CL dough very roundish  

The examples in (5), as we have already illustrated, demonstrate that in different contexts 

where dough presents itself in distinct appearances, different classifiers are employed to 

indicate the varying physical properties of dough.  

4.2. Classifiers Are Lexical  

Zhang’s insight as to the function of classifiers helps explain the sentences in (5). The 

sentences in (5) reveal that the predication of the noun miantuan ‘dough’ is determined by 

the use of tiao versus ke. In (5a) and (5b), ke is used in a situation where the dough appears 

like a lump. On the other hand, (5c) and (5d) show that tiao is employed, when the dough is 

elongated like a loaf. The observation of (5) lends support to Becker’s (1975) analysis that 

the classifier is, in part, an indication of the context in which one is speaking about 

something. In line with the idea that classifiers are suggestive of the situation being about, 

Denny (1976) proposes that the speaker’s intension about the information to be 

communicated also concerns the choice of classifiers for a noun. Moreover, Denny 

emphasizes that classifiers and nouns belong to different systems of classes under which 

nouns are associated with the things in the real world, and classifiers are connected with how 

human interact with the world. To sum up, the choice of classifiers is context-contingent, 

and classifiers contribute new meaning to the resulting noun phrases.  

If it is on the right track that classifiers import new meaning, and the use of classifiers is 

indexical of the context being discussed, it is predicted that classifiers should play a role in 

providing different profiles of real-world entities. Before we test the prediction, it is critical 
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to note how our interaction with the world is encoded in language. Consider (13) as follows:  

 (13) a. She ran through the field. (Talmy 1983) 

b. She ran across the field.  

The two sentences describe the same scene, but they contain prepositions symbolizing 

different readings. Through denotes a three-dimensional volume while across refers to a 

two-dimensional volume. In (13a), the use of the preposition through invites the hearer to 

pay attention to the thickness of the vegetation in the field. Instead, the sentence in (13b) 

with the preposition across construes the field as a surface without thickness. As Croft and 

Cruse (2004) stress, the contrast between (13a) and (13b) reveals that the use of lexical items 

designating distinct meanings reflects the ways we perceive the world.  

Given that the choice of lexical items entailing a meaning mirrors the construal of the 

world, we now proceed to tackle the sentences in (3), repeated as follows: 

 (3) a. Yugang li you henduo yu. 

Fish.tank in have many fish 

‘In the fish tank are many fish.’ 

b. Yugang li you henduo tiao yu. 

Fish.tank in have many CL fish 

‘In the fish tank are many fish.’ 

c. Dahai li you henduo yu. 

Sea in have many fish 

‘In the sea are many fish.’ 

d. *Dahai li you henduo tiao yu.  

Sea in have many CL fish 

Although (3a) and (3b) both entail a plurality, they exhibit different profiles of an entity. 

Distinct from (3a), (3b) encodes the fish as a multiplicity with distinct instances; in other 

words, (3b) conceptualizes the scene in a fine-grained view. In (3b), due to the classifier tiao, 

the individuation of the fish becomes visible. According to Talmy (1983), (3b) involves a 

focal adjustment of attention in cognitive process. Then, how can we account for the fact 

that (3c) sounds odd, when co-occurring with the classifier tiao as in (3d)? Our analysis is 

follows: with the locative dahai li ‘in the sea’, the sentence refers to the existence of fish that 
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occupy spatiotemporally non-restricted locations. If it is the case that cognitive construal is 

influenced by objective properties of the scene (Talmy 1983), the fish in the sea should be 

less accessible to be the focus of attention, because they are not prominent and salient in 

space and time. Our explanation is evident by the example in (3e): 

 (3) e. Dahai li you henduo tiao jingyu. 

Sea in have many CL whale  

‘In the sea are many whales.’ 

In comparison to (3d), the example in (3e) containing the NP jingyu ‘whale’ sounds natural. 

Since whales are rare and scarce creatures in the sea, they are entities of prominence and 

salience. Thus, it is fine for tiao to co-occur with jingyu in (3e). In a word, the examples in 

(3) demonstrate that classifiers indeed contribute information to the whole noun phrases, 

contra Gebhardt (2011) and Her and Hsieh (2010). 

Now, let us address the issue regarding the stacking of antonymous modifiers da ‘large’ 

and xiao ‘small’. First of all, it is crucial to point out that the stacking of antonymous 

adjectives is not impossible in natural languages. Witness (14) as follows: 

 (14) a. The nonvisible visible stars include Capella.  

b. The Thursday Tuesday lecture was expiring.  

Although nonvisible and visible in (14a) and Thursday and Tuesday in (14b) appear to be 

contradictory in meaning, the two sentences are grammatical. According to Larson and 

Takahashi (2007), no contrast of meaning occurs in (14a) and (14b) on the ground that the 

two adjectives in the two sentences actually involve different domains of modification. In 

(14a), the former nonvisible specifies a temporal property, while the latter visible denotes an 

intrinsic property. In (14b), Thursday is a deictic expression, while Tuesday encodes a 

generic property. The analysis of Larson and Takahashi provides a clue to the issue of 

stacking of da and xiao. Let us take (7a) as example:  

 (7) a. yi da ke xiao faguomianbao 

one large CL small boule 

‘one small boule that is “large” in terms of roundness”  

With respect to (7a), on Kearns’s (2000) assumption, the sequence of xiao faguomianbao 
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specifies that the reference is smaller than the typical instance of boules regarding size. More 

importantly, extending Liu’s (2010) analysis, we advance that the standard for comparison is 

a bundle of physical traits encoded by the typical instance measurable by multiplying 

dimensions like length, width, weight, firmness, roundness, etc. Therefore, in (7a), xiao 

faguomianbao refers to an entity smaller than a typical boule in terms of the relevant 

multiplying dimensions. The reference of the sequence da ke, however, is a different thing. 

Here again, we adopt Liu’s (2010) proposal that classifiers profile the focused dimension(s) 

denoted by the co-occurring noun and provide the construed dimension(s) as the standard in 

the case of comparison. Hence, (7a) designates that the boule is valued as small in 

comparison with a typical one in terms of the overall physical dimensions; however, the 

boule is evaluated as large, when compared with a typical one on the basis of the focused 

dimension “cylindricality”. If it is the case that the pre-classifier da and the adnominal xiao 

in (7a) pertain to different domains of modification, it follows naturally that their 

co-occurrence does not invite any clash of meaning.  

5. Concluding Remarks  

In this study, we have illuminated that the semantically vacant view cannot provide a 

satisfactory account for the behaviors of Chinese classifiers. In the current study, we have 

presented additional evidence and validated the position that Chinese classifiers are not 

semantically vacant; they add meaning to the resulting noun phrases (Zhang 2007). 

Nevertheless, a question that remains to be addressed is the use of classifiers in classical 

Chinese. In classical Chinese, classifiers are relatively uncommon and many nouns can be 

directly counted. Studies such as Hansen (1983) and Harbsmeier (1991) have an extensive 

discussion of the function of classical Chinese classifiers. Since the present study focuses on 

the characterization of classifiers in modern Chinese, we leave this topic for further 

exploration. The inquiry into the nature of classical Chinese classifiers may provide better 

insight into the correlation of human language and cognition. 
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中文分類詞的語意地位 

李鴻麟* 

摘 要 

關於中文分類詞語意定位的問題，Greenberg (1972) 表示他們主要是用以強化名

詞的語意特質，但是他們本身並不具有語意內容。此外，Gebhardt (2011) 認為他們只

扮演功能性的角色而並非具有語意內涵。Her and Hsieh (2010) 也具有相同的觀點，他

們提供了測試的方法來證明中文分類詞不具有實質意涵。雖然我們同意 Gebhardt (2011) 

的立場，主張中文名詞具有可數與不可數的區隔，但是我們質疑中文分類詞語意空泛

的說法。本研究提供了額外的證據來顯示中文分類詞可以指涉真實世界的事物，因此，

中文分類詞並不是語意空乏的。 

關鍵詞：分類詞、測量詞、描繪性 
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