
‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

   7  

 

 

CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

In most previous studies, researchers propose different syntactic and semantic 

tests in order to try to distinguish between sortal classifiers (C) and mensural 

classifiers (M). However, there are still many disputes over whether these tests 

identify real and clear distinctions between Cs and Ms. Some linguists maintain that 

Cs and Ms can be clearly divided by syntactic and semantic tests (Chao 1968, Tai and 

Wang 1990, Cheng and Sybesma 1999, Liang 2006), while some disagree with this 

point (Li and Thompson 1981, Tang 1990, Tai 2003).    

In what follows, we will review several relevant studies concerning four syntactic 

tests, put forth by Tai and Wang (1990), Tang (1990), Cheng and Sybesma (1999) and 

Hong (2007), respectively and one semantic test, proposed by Liang (2006), and point 

out their deficiencies.  

 

2.1 Mass and Count Distinction in Nouns 

There are two kinds of classifiers, sortal and mensural, equaling to what we will 



   8  

call classifiers and measure words here. Sortal classifiers can be applied to nouns with 

inherent and discrete units while mensural classifiers can be applied to nouns with or 

without inherent and discrete units (Cheng and Sybesma 1998, Allan 1977, Loke 1982, 

Loke and Harrison 1986, Liang 2006). Consider the following examples:  

(4) Sortal classifiers 

a. 兩  個  蘋果 

 liang3  ge   ping2-guo3 

 two  C  apple 

 “two apples” 

b. * 兩  個 水 

 liang  ge shui3 

 two  C water 

(5) Mensural classifiers 

a. 兩  箱  蘋果 

 liang3  xiang1  pin2-guo3 

 two  box  apple 

 “two boxes of apples” 

b. 兩  箱  水 

liang3  xiang1  shui3  

two  box  water 

“two boxes of water” 

Cheng and Sybesma (1998) maintain that there are two kinds of classifiers (i.e., 

count-classifiers and mass-classifiers) to account for the mass/count distinction in 
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Mandarin nominal phrases. In (4a-b), the form 個 ge belongs to count-classifiers 

since in the following nouns, here apple and water, only the count noun apple is 

acceptable. On the other hand, both apple and water can follow the form 箱 xiang1, 

and hence belong to mass-classifiers. That is, mass-classifiers do not choose their 

complements, countable or mass, but count-classifiers do. Thus, many researchers 

assume that a count/mass distinction exists in nouns in accordance with their 

matching classifiers. This indicates that the distinction of count and mass nouns has a 

strong relation to whether CM can be separated and broken into sortal classifiers 

(C)/count-classifiers and mensural classifiers (M)/mass-classifiers. 

 Tai (2003), however, assumes that all nouns in classifier languages can be 

treated as mass nouns in terms of the morphological fact that nouns are not inflected 

with plural markers, and the semantic fact that nouns denote materials, non-discrete, 

and unbounded. What this reveals is that the distinction between Cs and Ms does not 

exist; that is, there is only one category which exists in the syntactic slot between the 

numeral and the noun, and that all the candidates here function in the same way 

without any syntactic and semantic differences. Thus, the applicability of this 

particular test may be called into question. The details and analysis of this 

argumentation will be provided in Sections 2.6 and 4.1. 

2.2 Ge Test 
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Tai and Wang (1990) propose that if 個 ge can replace certain Cs or Ms without 

any change in its numeral meaning, then the substitute is a C rather than an M. 

Consider the following examples: 

(6)  三   根 香蕉    =  三    個    香蕉 

 san1 gen1  xiang1-jiao1  san1 ge  xiang1-jiao1 

 three  C  banana   three  C     banana  

 “three bananas”    “three bananas” 

 (The quantity of bananas is the same. 根 gen1: C) 

(7)  三    斤 香蕉   ≠ 三    個 香蕉  

san1 jin1  xiang1-jiao1  san1 ge  xiang1-jiao1 

 three  catty   banana   three  C  babana 

 “three catties of bananas”  “three bananas” 

 (The quantity of bananas is not necessarily the same. 斤 jin1: M) 

This test is called generalized classifier substitution, in which (6) illustrates that 根

gen1 and 個 ge are Cs since they can be exchanged without any change of the 

numeral meaning of the banana; while (7) shows that a CM like 斤  jin1 is 

categorized into an M since it cannot be replaced with 個 ge. This is because 斤 

jin1 is used to measure weight rather than express a numeral meaning like 個 ge. 

Thus, by means of this substitution test, Tai and Wang (1990) believe that Cs and Ms 

can be separated. Nevertheless, not all the Cs can be replaced with 個 ge, and 

neither can Ms. For example, 本 ben3 ‘a unit used for books’ is typically regarded 

as a C but consider the substitute form ?一個書 yi2 ge shu1 ‘one book’ is not 
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natural at all. Other examples such as ?一個山 yi2 ge shan1 ‘one mountain’,   ?

一個草 yi2 ge cao3  ‘one grass’, ?一個車 yi2 ge che1  ‘one car’, and the 

like, have their own matching classifiers 座 zuo4, 根 gen1, and 輛  liang4, 

respectively. Some linguists assume that in daily conversations, adults and children 

are inclined to use the general classifier 個 ge rather than the more specific 

classifiers (Erbaugh 1986, Hu 1993). But it is a fact that the instances above are not 

idiomatically acceptable to native Chinese. Thus, this test falls into question because 

it cannot be applied to all CMs in order to diffrentiate between Cs and Ms.  

2.3 Adjective Insertion Test 

According to Liang (2006), Mandarin Ms can be inserted and modified by an 

adjective while Mandarin Cs cannot. Consider the following examples: 

(8) 五 大 箱  蘋果 

 wu3 da4 xiang1  ping2-guo3  

 five big box  apple 

 “five big boxes of apples” 

(9) *五 大 個  蘋果  

wu3 da4 ge  pin2-guo3  

five big C  apple 

In (8), the measure word 箱 xiang1 ‘box’ can be modified by the adjective 大 da4 

‘big’ . In (9), on the other hand, the classifier 個 ge cannot follow the same operation. 

Thus, Liang (2006) believes that we can discriminate between Cs and Ms in using this 

test. This distinction is also in opposition to Tai’s opinion (2003) since Cs and Ms can 
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be told apart through adjective insertion. Tang (1990), however, observes that some 

adjectives may appear between the numeral and CM without giving rise to an 

unacceptable expression. One example from Tang (1990) illustrates this point: 

(10) 一 大 張  紙  

 yi2 da4 zhang1 zhi3  

 one big C  paper 

 “one big piece of paper” 

Here, this nominal expression is acceptable; that is, the counterexamples against 

adjective insertion are easily found and they are not exceptions. Thus, this test cannot 

completely distinguish Cs from Ms.  

2.4 De Test 

Many linguists assume that the de suffixation is a further piece of evidence for 

the distinction between Cs and Ms (Chao 1968, Tai and Wang 1990, Cheng and 

Sybesma 1999). The morpheme de is a modification marker (MM), which is used to 

manifest possession, relative clauses, and pre-nominal adjectives in Mandarin Chinese 

(Tang 1993). If a CM can be suffixed by de morpheme, then it can be classified as an 

M. Otherwise, it is a C.  

(11) 一 箱  的 書 

 yi4 xiang1 de shu1 

 one box  MM book 

 “one box of books” 

(12)*一 本  的 書   
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 yi4 ben3  de shu1  

 one C  MM book 

The de suffixation in (12) is ungrammatical because 本 ben3 is a classifier. But Tang 

(1993) points out counter-cases against the de test.  

(13) 兩  本    的 書  

liang3  ben3   de  shu1 

two  C    MM book 

  “two books”   

(14) 三  枝 的 筆  

san1  zhi1 de bi3  

one  C MM pen 

‘three pens’  

(15)*兩  個 的 人 

 liang3  ge de ren2 

 two  C MM person 

(16)*三  位  的 老師 

san1  wei4  de lao3-shi1 

three C  MM teacher 

Here, (13) and (14) are not as unacceptable as the expressions in (15) and (16). Tang 

(1993) proposes two reasons to account for the unacceptability of (15) and (16). One 

is that it is hard to imagine that human kinds could be sorted for sale, here, the number. 

The other is that 位 wei4 is a classifier used for people having high social status or 

more elderly people, and on a polite occasion. This shows that the de test cannot be 
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employed and applied to judge all classifiers. Also, Tang’s examples are in favor of 

Tai (2003), in which classifiers and measure words cannot be set apart. Thus, this test 

also falls into question. 

Further evidence against the de test can be shown in the case where other 

elements join in the nominal phrase as in the following examples: 

(17) 很  多  本  的 書  

 hen3  duo1  ben3  de  shu1 

 very  many C  MM book 

 “a lot of books” 

(18) 一 大 根  的 香蕉  

 yi2 da4 gen1  de xiang1-jiao1 

 one big C  MM banana 

 “one big banana” 

In both (17) and (18), when some modifiers precede the classifiers, de suffixation is 

acceptable. That is to say, it is possible to insert the de morpheme between the 

classifier and the noun. In brief, the de test cannot provide a syntactically effective 

criterion to make a distinction between Cs and Ms.  

2.5 Semantic Selection Test 

Classifiers semantically select nouns in accordance with appropriate semantic 

domains, but measure words do not semantically select complements (Liang 2006). 

Consider the examples from Liang (2006): 
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(19) Sortal classifiers 

 a. 一 台     電腦 

  yi4 tai2     dian4-nao3  

  one (C-function:machine) computer 

  “one computer” 

 b. 一 雙     筷子 

  yi4 shuang1    kuai4-zi3  

  one (C-arrangement:pair) chopsticks 

  “one pair of chopsticks” 

(20) Mensural classifiers 

 a. 一 箱  肉 

  yi4 xiang1  rou4 

  one box  meat 

  “one box of meat” 

b. 一 箱  筆 

 yi4 xiang1  bi3 

 one box  pen 

 “one box of pens” 

On the basis of Liang (2006), sortal classifiers select nouns according to their 

semantic domains, while mensural classifiers can take almost any nouns as 

complements since they are just used to measure the quantity of nouns. Though many 

linguists assume that there are several main semantic domains of Mandarin classifiers, 

such as shape, animacy, human, arrangement and so on, yet these are not well-defined 

due to the fact that the domains or properties are not complete enough to define all the 
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Mandarin classifiers (Liang 1999, Loke 1982). In addition, measure words do not 

randomly choose their following nouns. (21) and (22) support this viewpoint: 

(21) 兩  斤  豬肉 

 liang3  jin1  zhu1-rou4 

 two  catty  pork 

 “two catties of pork” 

(22)*兩  斤  空氣 

 liang3 jin1  kong1-qi4  

 two  catty  air 

The unacceptability of (22) can be attributed to the fact that 斤 jin1 ‘catty’ is a unit 

used to measure the weight of an object. Thus, the pork can be weighed as two catties. 

On the contrary, because 空氣 kong1-qi4 ‘air’ cannot be calculated by weight in 

ordinary situations, (22) is unacceptable. In other words, measure words also have 

their own selection of nouns. Thus, both classifiers and measure words have their 

semantic selection but profile different aspects of semantic features: the former is 

more narrow and specific while the latter is wider and more general. This will be 

discussed in detail in Section 4.1.  

2.6 Remarks 

 On the basis of these previous studies, we can conclude that there are chiefly two 

views as to whether there is a distinction between sortal classifiers and mensural 

classifiers in Mandarin Chinese. One view is that under the category CM, there are 



   17 

two subcategories: sortal classifiers (C) and mensural classifiers (M). The former are 

used to categorize entities both syntactically and semantically in accordance with the 

internal properties of the nouns; while the latter are used to quantify the nouns without 

any relation to the features of the object (Chao 1968, Cheng and Sybesma 1998, Allan 

1977, Liang 2006). That is to say, classifiers are used to denote permanent features of 

the nouns they select while measure words are used to denote a temporary state of the 

nouns (Hu 1993). This further indicates that the distinction between count and mass 

nouns in Mandarin Chinese exists since Cs and Ms can be separated in terms of 

syntactic and semantic tests as mentioned in Sections 2.1 to 2.5.   

 The other view holds that there is no distinction between Cs and Ms in Mandarin 

Chinese (Li and Thompson 1981, Tang 1990, Tai 2003). This can be laid out under 

two reasons (Tai 2003). First, Chinese is not an inflectional language, in which nouns 

cannot be morphologically inflected for the plural. Rather, the nouns cannot be 

counted without the assistance of a numeral classifier system. That is, the count/mass 

distinction need not exist since all the nouns can be regarded as mass nouns which can 

be categorized by CMs. Second, compared with English, bare nouns in Mandarin 

Chinese can be judged as having either definite or indefinite reference according to 

context. This shows that nouns in classifier languages denote materials and substances 

which are non-discrete and unbounded; that is, they need classifiers to form a 
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boundary and to become discrete. But in English, a non-classifier language, nouns 

denote objects with discrete boundaries. Examples from Tang (1990, 1993), as in (10), 

(13), and (14) support this view since both the adjective insertion and the de test fail. 

Of course, in Sections 2.1 to 2.5, we can clearly see that there are still other 

controversies over this issue, which will be investigated further in the following 

sections. 

But even if the distinction between Cs and Ms does exist, another problem arises 

due to the nature of the overlapping, the dual citizenship, between Cs and Ms. That is, 

if the noun can follow both Cs and Ms, then what kind of noun is it, count or mass? 

And which category, classifiers or measure words, does a noun with dual citizenship 

belong to? These questions need further discussions to clarify the status of the noun 

and its category. This aspect will be analyzed in detail in Section 4.1. Thus, though 

both syntactic and semantic characteristics of Mandarin classifiers have been 

presented in previous studies, little information has arisen from either synchronic or 

diachronic investigation of Mandarin classifiers, but it is only by virtue of thorough 

synchronic and diachronic research that we will be assisted in clarifying and 

understanding the internal properties of Cs and Ms as well as the motivation that 

triggers the choice of different classifiers of a noun. Thus, this study will take up this 

task as a step in providing a whole and complete understanding of the classifier 
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system in Mandarin Chinese. We will introduce the theoretical frameworks in the 

following section. Section 4 provides the data analysis of the numeral classifier 

system and its developing issues. Section 5 provides a short summary and indicates 

further points for further study in the future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


