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CHAPTER III 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

 

 Some relevant frameworks are provided to account for the numeral classifier 

system in Taiwan Mandarin. In what follows, the concept of categorization is 

introduced in Section 3.1 in order to show that the human production and 

comprehension of language involve a cognitive process, from which the linguistic 

categories emerge, and that these symbols are stored in the mind. Second, 

Langacker’s cognitive model, especially the profiling system, is provided in Section 

3.2 to serve as the main theoretical foundation in the present study. Third, Hu’s 

proposal, presented in Section 3.3, also provides the major semantic domains of the 

classifier system in Mandarin Chinese and their descriptions. Finally, some remarks 

will be made to sum up the content of this section. 

 

3.1 Categorization 

 According to structuralists and transformational linguists, there are several 

essential conditions, which can be present or absent to define a category. In addition, 
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these conditions are clear-cut and discrete features, which form and classify rigid and 

arbitrary sorts. For example, the category BIRD refers to the fact that a creature is a 

bird only in the case that it has two wings, two legs, a beak, and feathers, and 

furthermore, it lays eggs. The aforementioned are essential features. That is, if some 

creature has these properties, then it is classified as a bird. However, this view will 

easily encounter many problems.   

 In contrast, the experiential prototype of categorization assumes that categories 

do not come as homogeneous units, but have their prototypes, with good and bad 

examples, and fuzzy boundaries. There are no limited essential features to define and 

categorize the members of a kind. The following are some main ideas of the prototype 

hypothesis: prototype, category membership, family resemblances and gestalt. 

3.1.1 Prototype 

 In the case of prototype, two methods can be used to understand the concept of 

categorization. First, through an association experiment, one can single out one best 

member to represent that category. This experiment is also referred to as producing 

the ‘best example of a category’, ‘salient examples’, ‘clearest cases of category 

membership’, ‘most representative of things included in a class’ or ‘central and 

typical members’ (Rosch 1978, Lakoff 1986, Brown 1990). Second, from a cognitive 

viewpoint, there is a mental representation to define a category as prototype. 
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Definitions may range from the more concrete notion of ‘image’ or ‘schema’ to the 

more abstract concept, ‘representation of a category’ or ‘idea’ (Lakoff 1986). 

3.1.2 Category membership 

 Cognitive prototype categories can contain both good and bad examples with 

marginal members. Though some categories can be recognized by limited features 

from the classical viewpoint, the cognitive prototype cannot be completely ruled out. 

On the basis of Armstrong et al. (1983) and Fehr and Russell (1984), even in some 

obviously discrete categories ODD NUMBER and SQUARE, in their experiments, 

respondents indeed can recognize good and bad examples. Thus, though some 

categories seem to be homogeneous and discrete, there is still a prototype, here a 

mental representation, of that community. 

3.1.3 Family resemblances 

 The principle of family resemblances claims that the members of the category 

need not necessarily share all the properties or attributes defining that category. This 

corresponds to the notion of prototype structure as we mentioned above. Consider the 

category GAME proposed by Ludwig Wittgenstein: 

  

Consider for example the proceedings that we call ‘games’. I mean board-games, 

card-games, ball-games, Olympic games, and so on. What is common to them all? – 

Don’t say: ‘There must be something common, or they would not be called “games”’ – 
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but look at whether there is anything common to all. – For if you look at them you will 

not see something that is common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole 

series of them at that. To repeat: don’t think but look! – For example at board-games, 

with their multifarious relationships. Now pass to card-games; here you find many 

correspondences with the first group, but many common features drop out, and others 

appear. When we pass next to ball-games, much that is common is retained, but much is 

lost. – Are they amusing? Compare chess with noughts and crosses. Or is there always 

winning and losing, or competition between players? Think of patience. In ball-games 

there is winning and losing; bit when a child throws his ball at the wall and catches it 

again, this feature has disappeared. Look at the parts played by skill and luck; and at the 

difference between skill in chess and skill in tennis. Think now of games like ring-a 

ring-a-cross; here is the element of amusement, but how many characteristics have 

disappeared! And we can go through the many, many other groups of games in the same 

way; we see how similarities crop up and disappear.  

(Wittgenstein 1958: 66f) 

 

From Wittgenstein’s example, it can be concluded that games are connected with one 

another by overlapping similarities, which he called family resemblances. That is, 

each member or item shares at least one or more properties in common. The principle 

can be expressed as follows: 

 Item   Attributes   Overlapping similarities 

  1     AB    A B 
  2     BC     B C 
  3     CD      C  D 
  4     DE        D  E  
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3.1.4 Gestalt  

 The notion of gestalt is provided as an explanation of holistic perception. It 

claims that perception can be traced back to ‘gestalt principles’, which are presented 

by line drawings and dot patterns. The most important principles are as follows 

(Ungerer 2006). First, the principle of proximity assumes that individual elements 

with a small distance between them will be perceived as related items. Second, the 

principle of similarity assumes that individual elements that are similar are inclined to 

be perceived as one community. Third, the principle of closure assumes that 

perceptual organization tends to be anchored in closed figures. Fourth, the principle of 

continuation assumes that elements will be perceived as a whole if they have few 

interruptions. By virtue of gestalt properties, the most salient objects, organisms and 

persons can serve as the basic level of categories. In this way, the notion of gestalt can 

provide us with a way to categorize and a way to judge good or bad members on the 

basis of prototypicality. In addition, the role of gestalt not only includes holistic 

perception but also considers other aspects, such as consideration of function and 

parts, since all functionally balanced parts are all integrated into one gestalt, and are 

perceived as a whole.  

3.2 Frames and Profile/Base System 

 Here, we will introduce the notion of ‘frames’ and Langacker’s frameworks as 
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our main foundations to support the analysis of the numeral classifier system in 

Mandarin in Section 4. Following the previous notion of categorization, we further 

provide a framework to explain how the cognitive units are established, 

conceptualized, and verbalized.  

3.2.1 Frames  

 Fillmore (1975) defines a frame as any system of linguistic choices – the easiest 

cases being collections of words, choices of grammatical rules or linguistic 

categories – that can be associated with prototypical instances of scenes. Fillmore 

(1982) assumes that the semantic frame is a knowledge structure that is required in 

order to figure out the meaning of a particular word or related set of words. For 

example, in order to understand the related group of words buy, sell, pay, spend, cost, 

tender, charge, and the like, the COMMERCIAL EVENT frame which provides ‘the 

background and motivation for the categories which these words represent’ must 

contain a number of attributes called participant roles, like BUYER, SELLER, 

GOODS, and MONEY. A representation of this frame is shown in Figure 1. 

Here, buy is typically ‘divalent’, which means that it requires two participants or 

two arguments, viz. the BUYER and the GOODS; while pay is typically ‘trivalent’, 

which means it requires three participants: a BUYER, a SELLER and GOODS. 

According to Fillmore, the notion of Valence concerns the ways in which lexical items 
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like verbs can be combined with other words to make grammatical sentences. Thus, 

the verb profiled by the speaker (for example, buy and pay) designates a particular 

‘route’ through the frame: a way of relating the various participant roles in order to 

highlight certain aspects of the frame. 

 

                      Buyer 

    aspect     aspect  

           

             Money 

  COMMERCIAL        

   EVENT         Goods 

              

    aspect      aspect    

       Seller 

 

      Figure 1. Partial COMMERCIAL EVENT Frame 

 

Taylor (1995) claims that a frame refers to “the knowledge network linking the 

multiple domains associated with a given linguistic form.” Talmy (1985, 2000) has 

proposed a cognitive analysis of motion event-frames, in which different components 

have been experienced different operations in language: four internal ones, FIGURE, 

MOTION, PATH, GROUND, and two external ones, MANNER and CAUSE. Tai 
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(2003) proposes that there are two frames. One is satellite-framed language where the 

cognitive component PATH has to be manifested. The other is verb-framed language 

where the cognitive component MANNER has to be expressed. Each of the frames is 

applied to all the motion event sentences in that language. Thus, the core issue in the 

present study is to figure out the N-frame of the numeral classifier system in Taiwan 

Mandarin so as to provide a model which can be generalized to other classifier 

languages.  

3.2.2 Cognitive Units and Domains 

 The cognitive intake of a situation comes from a huge amount of stimuli. Under 

the concept of gestalt, the most salient parts will be recognized and identified as basic 

level categories. In Langacker’s point of view, each stimulus is evaluated with respect 

to what he calls domains, which are contexts for the characterization of a semantic 

unit or, here, cognitive unit. The most elementary domains are space, temperature, 

pressure, pain, color, taste, and vision. 

3.2.3 Profile/Base Segregation 

 The notion of profile/base segregation has a strong relation to gestalt 

psychology which is a more comprehensive model of perception organization. 

Langacker (1987) illustrates the notion by Figure 2. 
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   (a)   CIRCLE   (b)    ARC 
    
    
    
    
   domain: space     domain: circle 
    
   Figure 2. Cognitive domains and cognitive units: CIRCLE and ARC 
         (Langacker 1987) 
 

In (a), the cognitive unit CIRCLE is characterized in relation to the cognitive domain - 

two-dimensional space. According to the notion of profile/base segregation, the circle 

is the figure or profile while the space is the ground or base. In (b), the cognitive 

ARC is profiled in relation to the circle domain rather than two-dimensional space 

since ARC will only be a curve in the domain of space instead of deriving its full 

meaning from the circle domain. Thus, the definition of ARC involves two stages: 

CIRCLE at the first level is the cognitive unit and then at second level the cognitive 

domain. This shows that the interaction of cognitive units and domains is not fixed; 

rather, more specific domains emerge from basic domains.   

In short, the core issue in the present study is to establish how a property or 

feature will be profiled by a Mandarin classifier within the structure of the N-frame so 

as to enable the noun to attain a sufficient meaning. Thus, in the following section, 

some major semantic domains will be outlined to serve as the main cognitive profiling 

units in our analysis in Section 4.  
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3.3 Hu’s Proposal (1993) 

Following Hu (1993), Mandarin classifiers have both syntactic and semantic 

characteristics. He proposes four main semantic categories of Mandarin classifiers: (a) 

animacy, (b) shape, (c) function, and (d) arrangement, among which shape classifiers 

occupy up to 25% of all Mandarin classifiers. Consider the following examples: 

(23) a. 一 隻      貓 

  yi4 zhi1      mao1 

  one (C-animate and inhuman) cat 

  “one cat” 

 b. 一 根      香煙 

  yi4 gen1     xiang1-yan1 

  one (C-shape-long and rigid)  cigarette  

  “one cigarette”  

 c. 一 台      車 

  yi4 tai2      qi1 

  one (C-function-land vehicle) car 

  “one car” 

 d. 一 雙      鞋 

  yi4 shuang1     xie2 

  one (C-arragement-paired)  shoe 

  “a pair of shoes”  

First, animate classifiers categorize the entities with reference to their animacy, 

including two subcategories: human and inhuman, as in (23-a). Second, shape 
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classifiers select their nouns according to the contour of the object one perceives, as in 

(23-b). Third, function classifiers select their complements with consideration to the 

use of the object, like hand tools, machines, clothing and vehicles in (23-c). Finally, 

arrangement classifiers are used for things commonly found in pairs like socks or 

shoes in (23-d). Figure 3 provides a complete picture of Hu’s semantic domains in the 

Mandarin classifier system.   

3.4 Remarks 

 Theories related to the issues in the present study have been outlined in terms of 

a cognitive approach. This conception of the categorization provides the basis of our 

analysis since Mandarin classifiers select their complement nouns and they share 

some common attributes. Among them, the perception salience plays a very important 

role because shape classifiers in Mandarin occupy the highest rate of occurrence, up 

to 25 % (Hu 1993). Unlike the previous research, the present study uses the notion of 

frames and a profile/base system, with assistance of Hu’s proposal, to support our 

analysis of the Mandarin classifier system in trying to derive the N-frame in Taiwan 

Mandarin. That is, the profiling system in the N-frame in Taiwan Mandarin is used 

not only to investigate and understand the system of categorization, including 

prototype, family resemblances, and gestalt, in the Mandarin classifier system, but 

also to provide a framework applicable for other classifier languages in the world. 
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Semantic Domains of Classifiers 

Animacy Shape Function Arrangement 

Person Lady Cow Cat Fish Bird Horse Ball Bean Rope Pen Brick Paper Leaf Saw TV Car Plane Ship Shirt Pants Shoes Shoe 

Ge Wei Tou Tiao 

ZHI 

ZHI Tiao ZHI Pi Ge Li Ke Tiao Gen Kuai Zhang Pian Ba Tai Liang Jia Sou Jian Tiao Shuang ZHI 

Big Small Big Small 

Common Honored Four 

Legged 

Fish Birds Valued Big Small Flexible Rigid Thick Thin Land Air Water Upper 

Body 

Lower 

Body 

Human Inhuman Round Long Flat Hand 

Tool 

Machine Vehicle Clothing Paired Single 

Figure 3.  Some Major Semantic Domains of Mandarin Classifiers (Source: Hu 1993:8) 


