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The purpose of this paper is to prove the Mass Noun Hypothesis wrong. The hypothesis claims that all com-
mon nouns in classifier languages like Mandarin Chinese are mass nouns. The objection against it consists in
displaying its implausible deduction, where false conclusions have been drawn due to relying on the grammar
of English, which is incongruent with the grammar of Chinese. Consequently, this paper defends the Count
Noun Thesis, stating that in Chinese there are count as well as mass nouns. In support of this statement, first,
the typology of numeral classifiers had to be established, which resulted in gathering and completing all the
reasons to distinguish classifiers from measure words. After only this necessary differentiation was made, it
was possible to show that the count/mass distinction exists in Mandarin Chinese. That is, count nouns by
default have only one classifier, with certain disclaimers. Apart from that, count nouns, as in every language,
may undergo some measurement with measure words. Mass nouns, however, in the context of quantification
may appear only with measure words, but not with classifiers. These conditions naturally follow from the
ontological status of the two types of nouns’ referents, i.e. bounded objects denoted by count nouns, and
scattered substances denoted by mass nouns.

Keywords: numeral classifiers, classifiers, measure words, mass/count, Mass Noun Hypothesis, Mandarin
Chinese

1. Introduction

In the light of linguistic relativity, human mind is shaped by the shared language and
culture. The proposal that linguistic patterns influence the way of thinking has been test-
ed in several case studies. For an example that is closely related to our subject of study,
Whorf analyzed Hopi nominal phrases expressing physical entities (Carroll 1956: 140-142).
Physical entities usually appear as objects with definite outlines and substances', that is
homogeneous, unbounded extents. The latter, like air, water, sand etc., we experience as

' T wish to thank professor Ned Markosian for careful remarks concerning, inter alia, ontological issues
raised in this work. I am also grateful to professor Aleksandra Horecka for discussing this idea with me at

© 2020 Stoch N. This is an open access article licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivs License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).



56 NASTAZJA STOCH LP LXII (1)

humans in portions, and never in their entirety. However, in SAE languages, mensural
terms are useful to express those portions of substances (e.g. “a piece of cloth”, “a cup
of coffee”). Supposedly, in Hopi, however, there are no nouns denoting these substances
nor phrases expressing measures of unbound entities. Instead, there are separate indivi-
duate terms for such quantified portions. Therefore, two different ontologies may be
implied — one which assumes the existence of non-perceivable substances, and the other
with individuate entities exclusively.

Here, we turn precisely to linguistic phenomena that have such linguistic relativity
implications. In particular, this study responds to the Mass Noun Hypothesis, the claim
that classifier languages, or specifically the languages with numeral classifiers, lack the
grammatical distinction between count nouns and mass nouns, which follows from the
idea that all of them are mass nouns (Hansen 1983: 32; Imai & Mazuka 2003: 430; Tai
2003: 312). This claim leads to psychological and philosophical consequences regarding
behavior and cognition of classifier language users?, like the Chinese. Namely, all the
entities denoted by common nouns are substances scattered all over their ontological
universum, as some thought (Hansen 1992: 48), or at least hypothesized (Quine 1969:
38). One way to contradict the linguistic relativity interpretation of the Mass Noun Hy-
pothesis is to deliver evidence against its foundation lying in the grammar of classifier
languages. This study is an attempt to articulate grammatical rules governing Mandarin
Chinese for discerning its count nouns from mass nouns.

This article is organized as follows: in addition to the first, introductory section, this
paper is composed of three more. The second section introduces the Mass Noun Hypoth-
esis. The third develops the assumptions behind the Hypothesis and provides arguments
against each. The fourth section provides a grammatical criterion for making a count/
mass distinction in Mandarin, thus serving as the ultimate critique of the Mass Noun
Hypothesis. Establishing the criterion is possible only after the careful explication of the
distinction between (sortal) classifiers and measure words.

2. The Mass Noun Hypothesis

The Mass Noun Hypothesis may be stated as follows: all Chinese common nouns are
mass nouns. Hansen (1983: 32-33) gives several arguments for this claim based on two
premises: the similarity between English mass nouns and Chinese common nouns, and
a conclusion drawn from applying the conditions for differentiating English count nouns

its early stage. For providing me with insightful comments throughout the final draft of this paper I thank
professor Mieszko Tatasiewicz. This work profited much from the help I gained.

Throughout this paper I will use the term “substance” in the meaning of “scattered portions of stuff” or
“mass”, and not synonymous to “thing”.

2 Soja et al. (1991: 180-181) and Imai and Mazuka (2003: 431-432) even predicted some consequences
of language acquisition, attributing to Quine (1960; 1969) the assertion that until children have learned the
count/mass distinction they are not able to understand the ontological distinction between objects and
substances. With no specific page reference it is not feasible to show that this claim is falsely attributed to
Quine, nevertheless, I myself did not find any such thing stated by Quine.
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from mass nouns to the Chinese language, in which they apply to either all common
nouns or none. In the next section I will discuss these conditions with certain criticism,
but first some introductory remarks on the Chinese language need to be made.
Similarly to Japanese, Korean, Thai, Persian or Bengali, also Chinese is a classifier
language. There are many types of classifiers: numeral, noun, genitive, verbal, deictic and
locative ones (Kilarski 2013: 33). The classifiers in Mandarin Chinese are numeral clas-
sifiers’ (NCL). In fact, due to the reasons the Mass Noun Hypothesis was raised in the
first place, it applies not only to Chinese, but most likely to all languages with numeral
classifiers, thus also to Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese (Pietrow 2011: 19), and Mayan
languages (Zhang 2013: 1). In Mandarin, numeral classifiers may be treated as a separate
part of speech, absent from Indo-European languages (Cheung 2016: 269). The number
of the classifiers in Mandarin varies in literature, from several dozen to six hundred* (Her
& Hsieh 2010: 528), simply because of no agreement on their definition. In general,
Chinese being an isolating language, it is rarely possible to determine a word’s affiliation
to a part of speech unequivocally (Sun 2006: 46), nevertheless, in a context (in a clas-
sifier phrase in particular), Mandarin numeral classifiers are identifiable. Therefore, clas-
sifiers may be defined as a category of words that occur in the context of quantification
(Kilarski 2013: 33), typically with a numeral and/or a demonstrative pronoun (i.e. z#é &
‘this’, na 7% ‘that’, nd ¥® ‘which’) or a few exceptional quantifiers (zhéng % ‘whole’,
ji % ‘how many/few’, mou % ‘a certain’, méi * ‘every’, etc.) (Hsieh 2008: 1; Li
& Thompson 1981: 104-105). The examples of classifier phrases may be formed as in

the following:

n =*3
san bén shii
three — NCL — book
‘three books’

2) T A
zhe ge rén
this — NCL — man
‘this man’

(3) - pERepE
méi shuang yanjing
every — NCL- eye
‘each pair of eyes’

3 One may intuitively think of Mandarin classifiers as noun classifiers, for they co-occur with nouns, and
their choice is dependent on the noun, due to their categorization function (see 4.1). Nonetheless, unlike
Mandarin classifiers, “[...] noun classifiers are used in contexts other than quantification” (Kilarski 2013: 36),
therefore, Mandarin classifiers cannot be noun classifiers, because they are mainly used in such contexts.
Moreover, as Link (1991: 136-137) has pointed out, in all the languages in which numeral classifiers occur
in quantification phrases involving a numeral (NL), a classifier (CL) and a noun (N), only four out of six
possible combinations exist: (1) (NL + CL + N) (the case of Mandarin Chinese), (2) (N + NL + CL), (3) (CL
+ NL + N), and (4) (N + CL + NL). This shows that numeral classifiers, when used in the context of
quantification, are syntactically directly bound with the numeral, but not necessarily with the noun. That indeed
is the case with Mandarin Chinese, except that the numerals are not the only type of determiners that may
quantify the noun.

4 For example, Li and Thompson (1981: 105) claim after Chao (1968) that there are only several dozen
of them, and Erbaugh establishes their number at 120 (1986: 403).
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In (1) the classifier phrase is constructed with a numeral, in (2) with a demonstrative,
and in (3) with a quantifier expression. Numeral classifiers form a class of words that
must be added to the noun when it occurs with a numeral, demonstrative or a quantifier’ ¢,
otherwise the formulation of the nominal phrase would be grammatically wrong.

Furthermore, Chinese classifiers contain a variety of elements due to their different
affiliations of noun categories. Hence, as suggested in the examples above and exempli-
fied below, different classifiers are used for different nouns.

(4)a. - g

VI tido shé
one — NCL — snake
‘a/one snake’

b. - ix®
VI tido hé
one — NCL — river
‘a/one river’

c. — IE®F
VI tido shéngzi
one — NCL — rope
‘a/one rope’

B)a. —F 7

VI bd dao
one — NCL — knife
‘a/one knife’

b. - 4
VI bd sdn
one — NCL — umbrella
‘an/one umbrella’

c. - FH/L
Vi ba yaoshi
one — NCL — key
‘a/one key’

Hence, we see that nouns in (4) occur with the classifiers tido i and nouns from
(5) with the classifier bd 4= . Classifiers categorize in the sense that most nouns in Chinese
have a specific classifier assigned to it (see 4.1). In other words, pairs of classifiers and
nouns occur in a somewhat fixed collocation.

At face value the above phrases seem to be strikingly similar to English phrases like
‘one bottle of water’, because each of them consists of a numeral, a mensural-like term
and a noun, in this order. However, this does not apply to any noun, but only to mass
nouns. On the grounds of this observation some scholars concluded that all Chinese
common nouns are mass nouns. Quine’s problem of the indeterminacy of translation is
depicted on an example that happens to be relevant to the study of the count/mass dis-
tinction. In Japanese “five oxen” is construed with the numeral “5”, the classifier of the
animal kind, and a noun that corresponds in some fashion to “ox” (but only “in some

> An exception to this rule is a type of noun that takes no classifiers (see 4.2).
¢ Not all Mandarin quantifiers may form a classifier phrase.
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fashion” to avoid the suggestion that the counterpart of “ox™ in a classifier language is
an individuative count noun). It is suggested that the classifier’s role is to produce an
individuative term, giving a phrase that may be understood in English closest to ‘five
head of cattle’ (Quine 1969: 36). Here “cattle” was meant by Quine to be a mass noun.
Years later he concedes that it is “[...] an individuated term, semantically plural despite
its singular form” (Iida 1998: 118). In general, Quine considers a possibility where the
numeral classifier serves as a measure word (Yi 2014: 506); however, it will be shown
later that it is not the only possible interpretation once we acknowledge the existence of
(sortal) classifiers. Aside from this, the presented idea displays the central motivation for
raising the Mass Noun Hypothesis.

3. Incongruity of grammar across languages

In this section the elaboration of the reasons behind the Mass Noun Hypothesis will
be presented, each of which I would like to argue with. The objections are raised in
order to show, in the end, how certain criteria determining facts about the English lan-
guage do not correspond to Mandarin Chinese.

Some preliminary remarks should be made concerning nouns and their referents. Gen-
erally, common nouns may be divided into count nouns, mass nouns, and collective
nouns. Another possible classification is into those which denote concrete or abstract
entities. Thus, examples of count nouns referring to concrete (physical) entities would be
“horse”, “book”, “head” etc., and those referring to abstract entities would be “sugges-
tion”, “idea”, etc. Mass nouns referring to concrete entities are “water”, “sand”, and those
referring to abstract objects are “advice”, “curiosity”, etc. Collective nouns are, for ex-
ample, “furniture” or “cattle”. There are also nouns with a dual status’, which shifts
depending on the context: “chocolate” can refer, for example, as a mass noun — to the
fondue you dip your fruits in, or as a count noun — to those differently shaped chunks
kept in a box. In this study, I will limit the discussion to count and mass nouns referring
to concrete entities. Another remark is that the terms naming objects are count nouns,
and terms naming substances are mass nouns.

Hansen (1983: 32-33) poses certain grammatical features distinctive for English count
nouns and mass nouns:

A. Count nouns have singular and plural forms while mass nouns do not.

B. Count nouns can combine directly with the article ‘a/an’ while mass nouns cannot.

C. A count noun cannot stand alone in its singular form and without an article or
a demonstrative or a numeral etc., while a mass noun can. In other words, mass nouns
are bare nouns.

D. Count nouns (unlike mass nouns) can directly combine with ‘many’ and ‘few’.
Mass nouns (unlike count nouns) can directly combine with ‘much’, ‘little’, ‘less’.

E. Count nouns are countable (‘one cat’, ‘five lakes’, ‘twelve cigarettes’), while mass
nouns are not. As a result, count nouns can be directly preceded by numerals, unlike

7 See Chao (1968: 509) for Chinese examples of nouns with dual status.
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mass nouns. The latter, on the other hand, may be associated with mensural terms (‘a cup
of water’, ‘two liters of milk’).

The given criteria have been applied to the grammar of Chinese nouns. Hansen (1983:
32-33) calls attention to certain facts about Chinese common nouns: they have no plural
form, cannot be directly preceded by numerals or indefinite articles, and each of them is
associated with numeral classifiers which resemble nouns of measurement in terms of
non-classifier languages. Let us bear in mind that all of these apply largely to modern
Chinese. Therefore, Hansen concludes, Chinese nouns hold characteristics of mass nouns,
and none of count nouns, and that supports the Mass Noun Hypothesis.

Nonetheless, let us take a closer look at the criteria one by one. Criterion (A), when
applied to Chinese common nouns, implies that all Chinese nouns are mass nouns, be-
cause “Chinese nouns have no ordinary plural” (Hansen 1983: 32). However, this state-
ment is bizarre at the least, because one may infer that they only have a singular form.
Meanwhile, Chinese language rather lacks the distinction of singular or plural form of
nouns, they simply do not inflect for number (or case, or gender, for a fact). In other
words, there is no morphological marking of the number category for Chinese common
nouns (Cheng & Sybesma 1998: 391; Sun 2006: 46). Consequently, without any context,
there is no way in determining whether the noun ldoshi & §F refers to a single ‘teacher’
or ‘teachers’ (Li & Thompson 1981: 11).

Similarly, the second argument is like the first improperly formulated, for again it is
not applicable to Chinese language, which does not have either definite or indefinite
articles in the first place (Cheung 2016: 243).

The same applies to (C). An exception to this rule should be added, since in English
a singular noun may stand as a bare noun if it is in material supposition. But as an ar-
gument for the Mass Noun Hypothesis, this criterion applies to English as a particular
representative of languages. In Latin (Yi 2014: 510; 2018: 54) or Polish count nouns can
also stand alone, but it does not follow that they are all mass nouns.

To make sense from argument (D), a premise concerning Chinese language is required.
Unquestionably, Chinese has adverbs duo % ‘much, many’ and shdo > ‘little, few” which
combine with all nouns (Hansen 1983: 33). In Mandarin, we may say héndud shii i% %
Z ‘many books, a lot of books’, and hénduc shui i% % -k ‘much water, a lot of water’.
Then, it may be concluded that Chinese common nouns are of the same nature, that is,
considering the previous arguments, the mass-like nature. However, from the English
translations of the phrases we may see that the English “a lot of”, similarly to the Chi-
nese adverbs, applies to both count and mass nouns (Yi 2014: 510). However, no one
assumes that there is no count/mass distinction in English merely on the basis of deter-
miners that are used with English count and mass nouns. The same, then, should be done
for Chinese: wiishiide #& #ice ‘countless’, ‘innumerable’, daduoshide + % #ceH ‘a ma-
jority of’, shdoshude > #ce+* ‘a small number of” combine with Chinese count but not
mass nouns. The linguistic motivation of the determiners relies on the word shu #c
‘number’, indicating that they cannot apply to mass nouns like shui -k ‘water’ or rou
g ‘meat’, which by analogy also works in English (Yi 2014: 511). In addition, the de-

8 These three are quantifiers that do not appear in classifier phrases.
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terminer ji % ‘few’ also quantifies count nouns exclusively and yididn — 2+ “a little [bit
of]’, contrarily, collocates solely with mass nouns. In sum, it is not the case that in
Chinese all determiners apply to all common nouns and that there are no specifically
designated determiners for count and mass nouns.

As for the fifth condition, as shown in section 2, all Chinese common nouns in
a quantifying context must occur with a classifier. I have no objections to this statement
as long as “classifiers” in it are numeral classifiers, because, as shown in the next section,
this detail is crucial in distinguishing Chinese count nouns from mass nouns. Therefore,
Chinese common nouns do resemble English mass nouns in that they are preceded by
an additional word, and thus cannot be directly quantified by numerals and other deter-
miners. The “additional word” is called a numeral classifier and indeed the criterion
regarding direct enumeration of the noun is not applicable to Chinese due to its strong
classifier system (Yi 2014: 511). It is the Chinese classifier system that will be able to
provide us new rules to grammatically separate count nouns from mass nouns in Man-
darin Chinese, a careful analysis of which will be presented in the following sections as
an ultimate argument against the Mass Noun Hypothesis.

On the basis of the first three criteria it may be concluded that new conditions should
be established for distinguishing Chinese count and mass nouns, because the ones pre-
sented above are not applicable to Mandarin'® (Deng & Sun 2011: 104; Yi 2014: 510).
From the fact that Chinese common nouns share the features of English mass nouns it
does not follow that all are mass nouns, but that there might be different criteria for
setting a count/mass distinction.

This case provokes a general thought on imposing methodology in humanities or rules
that govern circumstances in one language (or culture) on the other, where this is no
longer congruent. The criteria of English grammar were applied to Chinese, all this to
create a myth in the form of the Mass Noun Hypothesis.

In the course of this study I will continue defending the Count Noun Thesis, i.e. that
contemporary Chinese'' has count nouns as well as mass nouns (Yi 2014: 508). And
although the content of the Count Noun Thesis has been generally approved!?, it has been
rarely supported with a scrutinous grammatical explanation behind the count/mass dis-
tinction in Mandarin'®. The rebuttal of the grammatical arguments for the Mass Noun

° Ji % is a homonymy and means either ‘few’ or ‘how many’, depending on the context. It comes in the
first meaning in declarative sentences and in the latter in interrogatives. Therefore, ji & may be also taken
as a quantifier (Zhang 2013: 85).

12 Or to other classifier languages like Japanese (Tlida 1998: 114).

"' The Count Noun Thesis as a matter of fact concerns classifier languages other than Mandarin Chinese.
Iida (1998: 115) also accounts the Count Noun Thesis for Japanese common nouns.

12 See Chao’s (1968: 506ff) and Cheung’s (2016: 244ff) division of nouns into individual nouns, mass
nouns, collective nouns, and abstract nouns, Cheng and Sybesma’s (1998) attempt to formulate the count-mass
distinction encoded in the grammar of Mandarin Chinese, or Zhang’s (2013) analysis of Chinese nouns that
are non-count nouns, but may be divided into mass and non-mass nouns.

13 The closest to achieving this for Mandarin were Cheng and Sybesma (1998) with their analysis of the
classifier phrases. However, while they have convincingly shown that the distinction between classifiers and
measure words is necessary, they did not explicitly form the relations between numeral classifiers and the
count and mass nouns.
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Hypothesis, however, does not answer the question how to identify count nouns and mass
nouns in contemporary Chinese, which I will try to solve in the following section.

4. The grammar of count nouns and mass nouns in Mandarin Chinese

This section proposes conditions for the count/mass distinction in Mandarin Chinese.
Because it is based on the differentiation between classifiers and measure words as the
main two types of Chinese numeral classifiers, its explication will be presented first.
Section 4.1 describes the relation between count nouns and numeral classifiers, and sec-
tion 4.2 the relation between mass nouns and measure words, altogether indicating gram-
matical conditions to distinguish count nouns from mass nouns.

In the literature there has been some disagreement on the typology of classifiers in
Mandarin Chinese, especially concerning the matter of differentiating classifiers from
measure words. Tai and Wang (1990: 37-38), Cheng and Sybesma (1998: 388-389), Her
and Hsieh (2010: 529; 533), Yi (2014: 509-510) and Cheung (2016: 269-270) do support
the necessity of making a distinction between classifiers and measure words, unlike Chao
(1968: 584ff), Hsieh (2008: 34ff), and Li and Thompson (1981: 106)'. Perceiving them
as one homogenous group is justifiable on the grounds of their common feature, namely,
that they stand between a determiner and a noun in a quantifying context. Nevertheless,
I still share the opinion with the first group. The following serves as an explanation why
classifiers are different from measure words.

Another interesting work regarding nominal quantification is the work of Zhang (2013). However, her
approach differs from mine, for it does not take the distinction between classifiers and measure words as the
main condition for making the count/mass distinction, but defines the count/mass status of a nominal by two
properties: numerability (the ability of a noun to combine with a numeral directly) and delimitability (the
ability of the noun to be modified by a size or shape modifier).

4 Beside Cheung (2016: 269), Tai and Wang (1990: 37), and Tai (1994: 480) have also associated the
uniformity of classifiers and measure words to Chao (1968) and Li and Thompson (1981). I would like to
defend Chao and Li and Thompson’s position. Chao (1968) indeed has not provided his typology in accordance
with the two groups of classifiers and measure words, but divided the group that he called “measures” into
9 types, first of which are called classifiers, or individual measures (i.e. classifiers in the narrow sense) (1968:
584ff). Therefore, perhaps Chao has not separated classifiers from measure words in default, but at the least
he has set the classifiers as a different group. Perhaps the misinterpretation of Chao’s intention was caused
by the English term ‘measures’, which in the Chinese version of the book appears as liangei £ 3@ (Chao
1979: 263) referring to classifiers in the wider sense, which may have caused the misunderstanding by taking
classifiers in the narrow sense as a subset of measure words, instead of taking Chao’s term “measures” as he
intended, which are classifiers in the wider sense, and then treating classifiers, or individual measures, appea-
ring in the Chinese version of the book as geéti liangci %8 € 3@ ‘individual measure words’ or léi ¢i %53
‘sortal classifiers’ (Chao 1979: 263), as classifiers in the narrow sense are a subtype of the classifiers in the
wider sense.

Similarly, ascribing the uniformity of classifiers and measure words to Li and Thompson (1981) seems to
be unjust. Li and Thompson did find a criterion, although only partly correct, for differentiating classifiers
from measure words, namely, that measure words, when serving as a noun, do not take a classifier (1981:
105). Nonetheless, the misunderstanding most likely raised from the fact that Li and Thompson in most cases
by “measure words” meant “unit measure words”, thus to a specific group of measure words, like jialun

z

4v 4 ‘gallon’, chi ® ‘a Chinese foot” etc.
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I wish to point out that there are two usages of the notion of a classifier across the
literature. The wider sense regards the word that stands between a determiner and the
noun in a quantifying context. The narrow sense of the notion “classifier” refers to the
specific type of those words which appear in quantifying contexts, alternatively called by
Cheung (2016: 271) and Kilarski (2013: 35) “sortal classifiers”, but “individual measures”
by Chao (1968: 585), “individual classifiers” by Zhang (2013: 1) or “categorizers” by
Pietrow (2011: 36)'. In Mandarin terminology the confusion is even bigger, since clas-
sifiers as a part of speech, thus in the wider sense, are referred to as liangci & 3, lite-
rally, ‘measure words’!S. 1 suggest for both classifiers and measure words the term ‘nu-
meral classifiers’, since numeral classifiers are a separate part of speech in Mandarin
Chinese (as opposed to other types of classifiers existent in other languages, but not in
Mandarin Chinese). The nomenclature for “measure words” is quite consistent throughout
the literature. Alternatively, they may be called “mensural classifiers” (Kilarski 2013: 35),
“individuating classifiers” (Zhang 2013: 1), or, infelicitously (see Footnote 12), “massi-
fiers” (Cheng & Sybesma 1998: 389).

There are several reasons to distinguish classifiers from measure words. Tai and
Wang’s (1990: 38) purpose was to emphasize the categorization function of the Chinese
classifier system (the function which measure words lack), leading them to establishing
a criterion for differentiating classifiers from measure words — the temporality of noun
quantification performed by measure words (indicating their contingent properties), and
the permanence of noun quantification performed by classifiers!”. This takes us back to
the issue of classifiers’ motivation, that is, to their cognitive function of categorizing. The
choice of a classifier in formulating a classifier phrase is not arbitrary (Lakoff 1986: 26),
but dependent on the noun (Pietrow 2011: 128). Classifiers and nouns are bound not only
grammatically, in a sense that in Chinese language acquisition, one must basically memo-
rize what classifier a given noun has'®, just like one must learn the gender of German
nouns (Chao 1968: 507; 588), but also cognitively, because the classifier system in Chi-
nese reflects human conceptual structures (Tai 1994: 479). Measure words, on the other
hand, are not bound to a specific noun because of their key function that the classifiers
do not have, namely, that of measuring, while classifiers’ conceptual basis is of cognitive
character, hence their main function is to categorize.

15 QOriginally, in Polish kategoryzatory (Pietrow 2011: 36).

16 Shuliangei #c& 3 is another term for the concept covering both classifiers in the narrow sense and
measure words (Tai & Wang 1990: 37).

17 While it should be added that this applies as long as the denoted, singular object is in a normal
(non-honorofic, non-simplified) context, with the exclusion of possible synonymic classifiers, since the entity
denoted by the noun that may be categorized by a classifier may also be quantified by a measure word (see
below).

'8 Although, based on the intrinsic properties of the noun’s referent, the choice of the classifier to some
extent may be predictable. Let’s take Cheung’s (2016: 271ff) three groups of classifiers that connote the
properties of being long and narrow (zh7 £ > gén 12 > tido %), round and oval (ké % » I ¥ > tudn M), and
flat (zhang 5% > pian % > mian & ), where to the last group the classifier fii t§ may be added to this group
after Tai and Chao (1994: 67). When encountering a new noun, and its classifier is unknown, but it happens
to fall under one of the three property descriptions, then the chances of predicting the wrong classifier are
narrowed down.
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Furthermore, Her and Hsieh (2010) introduced some rectification to the already exis-
ting grammatical criteria for the distinction between classifiers and measure words in
Chinese. Firstly, they raised the question of the effect of adjectival modifications in clas-
sifier phrases: in those involving a sortal classifier the adjective modifies the noun in both
cases — when it stands before the classifier and after the classifier; while in case of
measure words, the adjective modifies the measure word or the noun, depending on its
position in the phrase. Secondly, they reconsidered the possibility of inserting de =7 after
a measure word, but not a classifier (Chao 1968: 555; Tai 1994: 481; Cheng & Sybesma
1998: 388) and concluded that it is the case only when the numeral y7 — ‘one’ begins
the classifier phrase in the context of quantification. Thirdly, as at first suggested by Chao
(1968: 508), and Tai (1994: 481), classifiers may be replaced with the general classifier
ge ', while measure words cannot.

Moreover, to a certain degree any noun could serve as a unit of measurement (Chao
1968: 601; Cheng & Sybesma 1998: 403; Her & Hsieh 2010: 545; Kilarski 2013: 35)%,
but then it would act as a measure word, and not as a classifier (see 4.2). In addition,
the opposite (i.e., that every measure word can occur as a noun) is implausible (see 4.2;
Cheng & Sybesma 1998: 403, 409). Another difference between Chinese classifiers and
measure words is that the latter are translatable into non-classifier languages, simply
because they are language universals (Erbaugh 1986: 402; Tai & Wang 1990: 39; Tai
1994: 481; Her & Hsieh 2010: 528), although in the non-classifier languages they would
take forms of measure terms or quantifiers (Kilarski 2013: 35). By the same token, clas-
sifiers add no additional meaning®' to a Chinese classifier phrase, unlike measure words
(or generally mensural terms).

In sum, certain criteria for discerning classifiers from measure words were provided
on semantic and syntactic grounds, whereas others — on the basis of their cognitive
function. From a broader perspective, it may be generally said that in classifier phrases
containing a count noun, thus also a classifier, the numeral quantifies the noun, but in
the case of a classifier phrase containing a measure word, it is the measure word that is
quantified, and not the noun (Her & Hsieh 2010: 532). The intention of this study to part
classifiers from measure words, however, is not a goal in itself, but a means to differen-
tiate count nouns from mass nouns in Mandarin Chinese?>. Having given the arguments
for the necessity of differentiating classifiers from measure words, we may proceed with
the analysis of the count/mass distinction in Mandarin Chinese.

1 This statement is rather vague without complementing it with the following comment: ge & is a pos-
sible alternate for a classifier only semantically, because, in consequence, it will be grammatically ill-formed
(see 4.1).

2 Some nouns may function as measure words, or, to put it differently, some measure words may serve
as nouns themselves. See Chao (1986: 585; 603) or Li and Thompson (1981: 106-107) for examples of mea-
sure words that are also nouns.

2l Unless we are talking about the case of synonymic classifiers for the same noun (see 4.1).

22 Some also think that based on only the (numeral) classifier, it is impossible to identify whether the
noun is a count or mass noun (Imai & Mazuka 2003: 436-437), which is untrue (see below).
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4.1. Numeral classifiers and count nouns

Classifiers, next to measure words, form a subclass of a Chinese part of speech called
numeral classifiers. In this section, the term ‘classifier’ should be understood in the nar-
row sense. Chao (1968: 585-593) mentions 51 classifiers and his list is inexhaustive®.
Chinese classifiers may be also divided in line with certain cognitive categories: anima-
cy, shape (length, flatness, roundness), size, consistency, and attributes of parts, as sug-
gested by Tai (1994: 483-490).

In order to determine whether a noun in Mandarin Chinese is a count noun, let’s start
with the statement that each count noun, unlike a mass-term, has its own specific, single
sortal classifier (Chao 1968: 507, 585; lida 1998: 115-116) (see section 2). For example,
the proper classifier for shii % ‘book’ is bén #, for xin % ‘letter’ it is feng #t, for
chénshan #.4% ‘shirt’ it is jian #*, for md % ‘horse’ it is pi ™, for ldoshi % f# ‘teach-
er’ it is ge B, and for hua = ‘flower’ it is dud ;. While md 5 ‘horse’ can be asso-
ciated only with the classifier pi 7, this classifier can also combine with luozi %%+
‘mule’ and luotuo % %5 ‘camel’. Thus a classifier, as mentioned above, is bound categor-
ically with a fixed set of nouns, or, cognitively speaking, classifiers categorize nouns
(Lakoff 1986: 47; Tai & Wang 1990: 38; Tai 1994: 481; Tai & Chao: 67). In some
cases, as usually when it comes to fuzziness, less prototypical nouns associated with
a given classifier category, e.g. xinwén #T# ‘news’ for the classifier fido % (Tai & Wang
1990: 42; Tai 1994: 489), may be explained by grammatical, motivated (by metaphorical
extension in this case) convention (Lakoff 1986: 28, 48). In general, Chinese count nouns
combine with classifiers (unlike mass nouns), but also each count noun is designated to
only one classifier. Although generally accurate, this statement requires precision because
of exceptions. In a normal context count nouns have only one proper classifier, but unless
the count noun appears in a classifier phrase in one of the situations presented below, it
may appear to take another classifier. Moreover, count nouns may also be parsed with
measure words.

Formal register

One context enabling using an alternative, non-standard classifier is the formal regis-
ter. In writing, in contrast with spoken Putonghua, a more ‘literary’ classifier is induced.
For example, in formal register, the classifier zé | would rather be used for the word
xidoxt " 5 ‘news’ instead of the regular fido % (Tai & Wang 1990: 49).

Formal register, in either writing or speech, is additionally governed by the politeness
principle, which results in the occurrence of honorific lexicon. In Mandarin Chinese it
may as well be displayed in the classifier system. If we want to express respect, instead
of addressing to a third person na ge ldoshi 7% i € ¥ ‘that teacher’ we can say na weéi
ldosht 7% =% f# ‘that teacher’ in a more polite manner. Even though the meaning of the
noun undergoes a pragmatic change, its reference stays the same.

2 For example, the list lacks the classifier pian % (see 4.2).
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The general classifier ge &

The second permissible situation in which a count noun may take other than its default
classifier could be described as a grammatical simplification in language instantiated by
the extended usage of the classifier ge . This classifier category encompasses a variety
of referents: human beings, inanimate objects and abstract objects (Cheung 2016: 272),
hence it is called the general classifier, and is the most frequently used one. However,
while “some individual nouns have no specific classifiers and take only the general clas-
sifier ge #” (Chao 1968: 508), “[...] ge # [...] is applicable to all individual nouns”
(Chao 1968: 588). Thus it is acceptable to say na gé cai 7% B 3 ‘that dish, that course
of food’ instead of the proper na dao cai 7%ig ¥ meaning the same (Li & Thompson
1981: 112). Moreoever, ge i# is used more often in mainland China, while in Taiwan
a variety of classifiers is apparently better preserved. As an illustration, compare yige
dianying — B % % used by mainland Chinese with y7 bu dianying — 3% 7. % used more
often in Taiwan to express ‘a/one movie’. The first case may suggest that the dissemi-
nation of the general classifier is simply a matter of negligence in language use. The
second one may be related to dialectal influence?*. Another explanation could be provid-
ed by analogy to the Japanese general classifier zsu — the class of nouns ascribed to the
general classifier accepts new word-members whose referent does not fit the category of
any other classifier because of the unspecific character of the referent (Pietrow 2011:
381). For reasons I will not be able to determine here, the evolution of the Chinese
language undeniably leads to many classifiers being replaced by ge i#, which thus pos-
sibly depletes the lexicon of classifiers.

Let’s get back to Chao’s claim on the substitutive role of the general classifier ge i,
restated elsewhere: “[...] ge # is a possible alternate for almost any individual classifier”
(1968: 508), and also phrased in a similar manner by Tai: “[...] a classifier in Mandarin
Chinese can be substituted by ge, especially in colloquial spoken Mandarin” (1994: 481).
Some attention should be devoted to the character of the modality in the expressions
“alternate classifier” or “can be substituted”, since, in my view, this implies total arbi-
trariness in replacing any classifier in a classifier phrase (with a count noun) with the
general classifier ge i#. For example, Chao claims that it is possible to form a phrase
vige mén — T * instead of the proper yidao mén — ig F* ‘one door(way)’ and yishan
mén - %™ ‘one door’ (1968: 508). Tai suggests that instead of yitido yu — % & one
may say yige yu — 1% 4. But what, then, would yi gémen - B or yige yu — B 4
mean? Yidao mén — ig I* refers to the way leading through the door, while yishan mén
- % could be found in a home improvement store. Which of these does then yi ge
men — & ® refer to? Perhaps to both? Further, according to Tai and Wang (1990: 37,
50), the cognitive basis of the classifier tido i lies in the concept of ‘extension in
length’. If that were the case, then yige yu — B 4 would have to refer to a fish which
is not long. That, in turn, would mean that tido ¥ could not be randomly substituted by
ge ¥, at least not without a change in meaning. In conclusion, the modality of the sub-
stitution role of the general classifier claimed by Chao (1968: 508) and Tai (1994: 481)

2 See Tai and Wang (1990: 49) for the discussion on classifiers among Chinese dialects.
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may be only interpreted in the way proposed by Yi (2009: 213-214) — as a test for
identifying Chinese count nouns, when the general classifier ge # could be taken only
by a count noun, but not by a mass noun. The substitutive role of ge f# for other clas-
sifiers cannot be assumed arbitrarily without either producing a grammatically ill-formed
phrase (because nouns are already assigned to a given classifier category) or a change in
meaning. In the end one also wonders whether a test is necessary, since, after a clear
distinction between classifiers and measure words has been made, it could be simply said
that count nouns take classifiers (unless the nouns are a special type of mensural nouns,
see 4.2), while mass nouns do not. This makes the condition involving the general clas-
sifier ge i# unnecessary.

Therefore, while one may not at will substitute a classifier (in a classifier phrase in-
volving a count noun) with the general classifier (Zhang 2013: 47-48), the gradual prop-
agation of the general classifier is undeniable.

Variations in meaning

Some nouns have several relatively synonymous classifiers and the choice between
them is thus relatively arbitrary. Relatively, because absolute synonymy between the
meanings of the same noun put in two contexts with different classifiers is unreachable®.
For example, ché & ‘car, vehicle’ combines with either /iang #% or bu 3%, and the same
applies to fangzi %+ ‘house’ with classifiers zuo A, dong t## and zhuang . At first
glance the combinations bring no change in meaning, but on the grounds of the cognitive
function of classifiers, there is always some subtle difference in connotation involved.
Erbaugh (1986: 400) writes that “Chinese classifier use is variable rather than categorical
[...]” on the basis of the possible expressions referring to ‘a goat in single action’ (‘a/
one goat’): yi zhi yang — & X yitéu ying — ¥ %, yitido yang — & X, yigé yang —
%, Firstly, the general classifier has been already discussed above, so the last phrase
should be excluded from this juxtaposition. Secondly, Erbaugh most likely came to this
conclusion because her material was limited to spoken language, where the grammatical
convention is less strict than in formal register. In sum, I disagree that classifier alterna-
tion can be done at will, and I still claim that linguistic correctness requires fulfillment
of a fixed set of grammatical rules.

Let us enhance the problem with nouns that accept a different classifier than normal-
ly, due to some deviation of the shape of their referent. For example, mdojin = ' ‘towel’
and deéngzi %, ‘bench’ take the classifier tido % because they denote long objects with
relative flexibility, but if those objects are not long or slender, parsing them with classi-
fiers kuai ¥. and zhang % respectively is more suitable (Tai & Wang 1990: 40), even
giving a translation of yI zhang dengzi — % %, as ‘a stool’ (Tai & Chao 1994: 72).
Now it should be more obvious how classifiers “pick up” different salient features of
objects, so if a noun may be parsed with more than one classifier (and it is neither the

2 As shown above on the example of mén F* ‘door’ and yi & ‘fish’, and below.
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honorific nor the general classifier case), this may only mean that the sense cannot stay
the same.

Seldom do nouns undergo even greater change in meaning depending on the classifi-
er. Y7 jié ké — &3k or yI ting ké — ¥ # exhibit the use of “synonymous” classifiers
and mean ‘one lesson’ or ‘one class’ but yi mén ke — * #k means ‘one subject’. Y7 ge
rén — i A means ‘one person, someone’ while y7 kou rén — © A means ‘one family
member’%.

In sum, while there is a possibility of an alternative classifier for a given noun, its
polysemous sense may shift. The cognitive function of classifiers imposes a certain sense
of the noun. Those shifts in the meaning of a noun caused by the choice of a classifier
may be studied within cognitive lexical semantics and lexical ambiguity. Note that this
case applies to a single user’s discourse, for “in many cases, the choice of the classifiers
is determined by the register, discourse type, and the age and dialectal background of the
speakers” (Cheung 2016: 274).

Measure words and count nouns

The final circumstance regards cases in which count nouns are expressed in some
means of measurement. For example, we may intend to convey some clusters, or group-
ings of a noun’s referent. This applies to non-classifier languages as well — we may have
a few or more of given individuals and we somehow group them. Those would be words
that differ depending on the objects referred to, like ‘a team of athletes’, ‘a herd of
horses’, ‘a pile of books’, etc. First, the general argument for the Mass Noun Hypothesis
presented in section 2. may be (implausibly, as we shall see in a moment) raised again,
but this time against the English phrases just mentioned. They also resemble phrases
containing mass nouns, like ‘a bottle of water’; however, no one would claim ‘athlete’
or ‘horse’ to be mass nouns, and in Chinese it should not be otherwise. Second, the
words used to express such clusters are also relatively definable — those would be mea-
sure words called “collective measure words”. Unlike classifiers, measure words group
both count nouns and mass nouns. Nevertheless, it is possible that not all measure words
may quantify count nouns, since without doubt there are measure words which apply to
count nouns only (see 4.2).

To conclude, count nouns usually have only one (prototypical) classifier, but there are
cases in which they may be combined with a different one: in literary language (includ-
ing the honorific register), linguistic simplification, or gradable changes in meaning. In
addition, they may also combine with the majority of measure words. Most importantly,
after separating classifiers from measure words, the individuating function of classifiers
may be debunked, especially when the cognitive function of classifiers has been empha-
sized.

% In yi kou rén — © A Chao considers k6u © to be not an individual measure (classifier in a narrow
sense, sortal classifier), but a quasi-measure, hence a more literal translation ‘one mouth (to feed)’ (1968:
612). See below on inexclusive classification of numeral classifiers.
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4.2. Measure Words and Mass Nouns

As noted earlier, the function of measure words is measuring. Hence, they are obli-
gatory in mass noun quantification, because of the ontological nature of the nouns’
referents. This concerns any natural language (assuming all of them have mass nouns),
although other equivalents of measure words may occur, since not all languages have
numeral classifiers. Furthermore, count nouns may also undergo measurement — in parts,
clusters, or other groupings. What distinguishes count nouns from mass nouns, then, are
the classifiers that may not be parsed with mass nouns by means of their ability of per-
manent quantification. In this section a closer overview of how mass nouns may be
measured with different types of measure words will be provided.

Even those who agree upon the separation between classifiers and measure words may
hold different opinions on the typology of measure words. Beside (sortal) classifiers, Chao
lists eight types of numeral classifiers (1968: 584ff). In the following section, I shall
adopt Cheung’s (2016: 274-279) classification of measure words with some modification.
Therefore, eventually, the division will include standard measures, container measures,
generic measures, collective measures, and partitioning measures.

The proposed classification is not definitive, but rather a reorganization of the typology
of measure words, especially when the classification of Chinese measure words is incon-
sistent throughout the literature, and their variety and large number does not facilitate the
task. Furthermore, the possibilities of setting a criterion of classification are manifold —
beside the existent divisions mentioned above, measure words could be for example divid-
ed into those that are also nouns, and in consequence may take a numeral classifier them-
selves, those that are also nouns but may not take a classifier, and those which do not
function as nouns?’. And even this would be quite problematic (perhaps except for setting
the third group which would then consist of most container measure words), because if we
consider the following: “if the noun itself denotes a measure, it does not take a classifier
[...]T” (Li & Thompson 1981: 105), then it may turn out that there are no measure words
that can act as nouns and take a classifier, which is untrue (see below).

Thus, I will not try to create an exhaustive typology of measure words here. In this
section, however, I will point to some issues that cause theoretical problems in numeral
classifier classification in Mandarin Chinese, as well as pay more attention to the features
of measure words that will bring us to a conclusion that measure words measure both
count and mass nouns (Her & Hsieh 2010: 530) in different configurations, and, on the
grounds of what has been said about classifiers, Chinese mass nouns may be distinguished
by the ability of being parsed with measure words®, but not classifiers.

27 Cheng and Sybesma (1998: 403) have suggested a similar division of numeral classifiers into those
which can occur as independent nouns and those which cannot. They conclude that the division plainly con-
forms the division into measure words and classifiers, which is not plausible considering, for instance, some
container measure words (see below).

2 Thus, I agree with Hansen in terms of the claim cited in (E), i.e. that mass nouns parse with measure
words because they are measurable, but not countable, except that Hansen assumed all numeral classifiers are
measure words.
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Unit measure words

Unit measure words, also called ‘standard measure words’ (Cheung 2016: 245, Zhang
2013: 37) or ‘quantitative measures’ (Tai & Wang 1990: 39), are words expressing some
units of measurement for length, weight, volume and area accepted internationally or
nationally. Those include words like yingli & 2 ‘mile’, gongshéng == ‘liter’ or ping-
fang mi T = 3} ‘square meter’. They function similarly as in English, thus we may
apply them in classifier phrases like yI gongjin pinggué — = 7 # % ‘one kilogram of
apples’ (count noun) or yi gongjin mianfén — = 7 ¥a ‘one kilogram of flour’ (mass
noun). As we can see, unit measure words can combine with both count and mass nouns.

Speaking of unit measure words, it seems befitting to mention nouns that do not have
classifiers. Li and Thompson (1981: 105) suggested a criterion for identifying nouns that
do not take a classifier: all nouns which may act as a measure word do not take a clas-
sifier. However, it may be disproved, taking temporary measures (see below) as the best
counterexample, because these measure words, when acting as nouns, do require classi-
fiers. Therefore, Li and Thompson’s criterion is implausible. Nonetheless, there are nouns
that do not have classifiers, and unit measure words seem to be an exemplar of the case.
But next to other unit measures Li and Thompson (1981: 105) also listed a puzzling noun
tian * ‘day’, which is a noun and does not take a classifier, though it is not clear what
it would be a measure of. Let’s hypothesize that it is a measure of time. Then, it could
be juxtaposed with other nouns of time measurement: mido zhong #;4& ‘second’, fen-
zhong %~ 48 ‘minute’, xidoshi -] B¥ ‘hour’, xingqi % ¥} ‘week’, yué * ‘month’, nidn &
‘year’. Of these, only xidoshi -] B ‘hour’, xinggi % ¥} ‘week’ and yué * ‘month’ may
still require a classifier when serving as a noun. In sum, if we set a new criterion for
distinguishing nouns that do not have classifiers simply by identifying them as unit mea-
sure words, while, at the same time, accepting nouns of time measurement as a type of
unit measures, then we would get three unit measure words that are exceptions from the
general rule. Perhaps that is why the classifier in the classifier phrase with xidoshi -] %
‘hour’, xinggi % #F ‘week’ and yueé * ‘month’ is in fact optional.

Container measure words

Container measure words are such as xiang 48 ‘box, case’, hé & ‘box’, béi ¥ ‘cup’.
Most of them can combine with both count and mass nouns. For example, both “cigarette”
(count nouns) and “sugar” (mass noun) may be combined with the container measure
word bao # ‘pack, bag’ to give yibaoyan — ¢ # ‘a pack of cigarettes’ and yibaotding
- ¢ #& ‘a bag of sugar’.

Container measure words are also good examples of how measure words, according
to their definition, are applicable to different mass nouns. Let us compare yibéi shui —
-k ‘a cup of water’, yibei chd — % % ‘a cup of tea’, and yibei mianfén — % %>
‘a cup of flour’ — more or less any mass or substance named by a mass noun may be
measured with cups. Measure words in this regard maintain their applicability to various
things, unlike classifiers, which cannot be freely associated with nouns and give their
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referents an innovative category — no matter how long and thin a book is, it will never
be parsed with the classifier tido i%.

There are a few examples of measure words distinguished as a subset of container
measure words by Cheung (2016: 278) that by Chao (1968: 584-585; 603) are set as one
of the nine exhaustive classes of numeral classifiers, thus separated from container mea-
sure words, called “temporary measures”. This kind of measure words usually denotes
body parts or enclosed areas (Li & Thompson 1981: 111), like in the examples yishén
xué — £ 2 ‘a body of snow’ or yI wiizi yan — B+ "% ‘a houseful of smoke’. As indi-
cated earlier, measure words form an open class, unlike classifiers, which is clearly ev-
idenced by temporary measure words, which originally are nouns (container nouns spe-
cifically; Kilarski 2013: 37) used as measures. Another thing particularly displayed by
temporary measure words is how they “[...] indicate the temporary location of the mass”
(Cheung 2016: 245-246). This feature of temporality in mass noun quantification has
already been invoked above in the juxtaposition of classifiers and measure words.

While temporary measure words illustrate how almost any noun may act as a measure
word, container measure words disprove that in Mandarin every measure word may also
be a noun. Ping %3 is a container measure word meaning ‘bottle (of)’, but it is pingzi
#3,+ ‘bottle’ that is a count noun with its own classifier (Cheung 2016: 277). However,
it seems that most, if not all, Chinese measure words may etymologically be nouns.

Collective measure words

Another separate type of measure words is, in Cheung’s wording (2016: 274-277),
“collective measures”. Although this is not explicitly stated by Cheung, they can be di-
vided into three types.

One of them has two representatives: yixie — ¥ ‘some’ and yididn — 2t ‘a little’.
According to their meaning, they are referred to as ‘indeterminate numbers or amounts’
(Cheung 2016: 277). While it has been correctly noted that yixie — £ ‘some’ appears
with both count and mass nouns, and yididn - - ‘a little’ — with mass nouns only
(Cheung 2016: 277), one important issue has been overlooked, namely, that the two are
not even numeral classifiers.

First, let us consider the syntactic properties of these two expressions. Both xié &
and dian # do not combine with any other numeral than yi — ‘one’, as classifiers usu-
ally do. In addition, xié¢ £ may be combined with demonstrative pronouns. Nevertheless,
its semantic role is indicating plurality (yixié — ¥ means ‘some’; zhéxié &% means
‘these, those’). In contrast, didn Zt in the sense of ‘a little’ may be only parsed with y7
- ‘one’, so perhaps yididn — % in the meaning of ‘a little’*® is supposed to be consid-
ered as an independent lexical unit. Therefore, although the two syntactically behave like
numeral classifiers, with some exceptional limitations to the word element standing before

» See Tai and Wang (1990: 38) for a more detailed explanation why classifiers cannot be freely substituted
for one another.

30 T keep emphasizing the ‘a little” sense because didn B is a polysemous item, thus may also, for ex-
ample, as a noun mean ‘a dot’, which enables it to take all numerals and demonstrative pronouns.
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them, yixié — ¥ ‘some’ and yidian — 2t ‘a little’ are linguistic counterparts of quantifi-
ers in Mandarin.

With one subtype of collective measure words excluded, the most prototypical type
of collective measure words refer to groups or clusters. For animate beings we have
nominal phrases with measure words like: yi ban nidnging rén — L& $£ 4 ‘a bunch of
young people’, yi dui zhanshi — Fx¥2L ‘a file of soldiers’, yi bang hdizi — ¥ 3%+
‘a group of children’, yi gu tiféi — " 3 % ‘a gang of bandits’, yiqun ying — ¥ X
‘a flock of sheep’; for inanimate beings, examples are as follows: yi shu xianhua — %
# 7= ‘a bunch of flowers’, yi chudan ydoshi — 8 4% ‘a bunch of keys’, yi gud bianpdo
- B HF ‘a string of firecrackers’, yibi gidn — 44 ‘a sum of money’ (Cheung 2016:
275-276). Pt $#- ‘batch, group’ and qun ¥ ‘crowd, group’ are set apart as measure words
that apply to both animate and inanimate beings (Cheung 2016: 275).

Another type of grouping measure words distinguished by Cheung (2016: 276) boils
down to two examples: dui ¥+ ‘pair, couple’ and shuang B ‘pair’. I would like to group
these examples with another measure word, da 4= ‘dozen’, even though Cheung (2016:
274) classifies it for some reason as a unit measure word. Examples of classifier phrases
involving the three are: yi dui fiifii — %+ % % ‘a married couple’, yI dui zhéntou — ¥+:
£g ‘a pair of pillows’, yi shuang shoutao — B+ £ ‘a pair of gloves’, yi shuang wazi
- Bk ‘a pair of socks’, y7 dd jidan — =%t % ‘a dozen of eggs’, yi da pijiti — 474
/F] ‘a dozen of beers’.

The most salient feature that the three have in common is that they most likely are
the only measure words that apply to count nouns, but not to mass nouns. But one may
point out how “beer” in the phrase above is a mass noun. Nonetheless, I still support
my claim that da 3= ‘dozen’ is a numeral classifier that applies solely to count nouns,
because this is a case of metonymical ellipsis, and what actually stands behind the phrase
‘twelve beers’ is ‘twelve BOTTLES of beer’ or ‘twelve CANS of beer’ (or whatever
container present in context) and ‘bottles’ and ‘cans’ are count nouns®'. This effect is also
known as the Universal Packager (Zhang 2013: 22-24). A question arises then whether
they should be treated as classifiers, for it is classifiers but not measure words that take
count nouns exclusively. However, even though dui ¥t ‘pair, couple’, shuang B ‘pair’
and dd 4= ‘dozen’ do resemble classifiers in that they take count nouns but not mass
nouns, and they cannot be followed by de 7 like any other measure word, these three,
firstly, do not fulfill the categorization function attributed to classifiers, and secondly, can
be combined with a variety of nouns because they remain a means of measurement,
except that the measurement goes in specific numbers: two or twelve. Therefore, even if
these measure words are not bound with any specific noun, they are limited to classifier
phrase combinations involving count nouns only. And that comes from the peculiar nature
of dui ¥ ‘pair, couple’, shuang B ‘pair’ and dd # ‘dozen’, namely, that they are
paranumeral numeratives, i.e. derivatives of numerals (Yi 2014: 509), thus inevitably by
nature they must apply to count nouns, since only those refer to countable entities. Also,

31 English counterparts of measure words are nouns, but in Chinese not every measure word may also be
a noun (see above).
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I suggest renaming this type of measure words as “paranumeral collective measure
words”.

According to Cheung’s classification (2016: 278-279), there is the fourth type of
measure words identified as ‘generic measure’, which I would like to treat as a subtype
of collective measures, since they somehow group the nouns. Three examples are listed:
zhong #& ‘kind’, lei #f ‘category’, yang & ‘type’, all of which are used with count
nouns, mass nouns and abstract nouns.

Partitioning measure words

This group of measure words does not occur in Cheung’s (2016: 274ff) classification
of measure words, but they are a separate group in Chao’s typology (1968: 598). On
Chao’s enclosed list of partitive measure words there are 39 of them (Chao 1968: 598-
601), and some of the examples are: yé F ‘page’, wei *& ‘taste’, di jf ‘drop’, duan £
‘section, part’, ji¢ & ‘section’, ji¢ # ‘section, chunk’, pidn % ‘slice, piece’, kuai H.
‘lump, piece’. In a way, partitive measure words stand in opposition to collective measure
words (Chao 1968: 598), since both are related to the basic-level cognitive categories as
a point of reference, to which they hold a part-whole relation and the relation of super-
ordination, respectively. They also show the possible ways of segmenting and clustering
things in human cognition. In other words, forming classifier phrases with these measure
words would not be possible without the basic categories.

In sum, there is still some work to be done regarding the typology of numeral clas-
sifiers, especially measure words. The difficulty in classification may be a consequence
of the large number of measure words, which in addition form an open class, neither
syntactically nor semantically homogenous (Yi 2014: 509). Moreover, some measure
words may not only act as a different part of speech, but also as a different type of
measure word, or even a classifier (Chao 1968: 585). For example, according to Tai and
Chao (1994: 74-75), pian % may appear in a classifier phrase with the noun chdye %
# ‘tea leal” (yipian chayé — % % £ ‘a tea leaf”) and the noun nitirou 2 ¢ ‘beef” (yipian
niurou — % 2 ¢ ‘a slice of beef’). In both examples the numeral classifier pian 7 is
treated as a sortal classifier, but it is a classifier only in the first phrase, while it is
a measure word in the latter.

To conclude the relation between numeral classifiers and mass nouns — mass nouns
are nouns that associate with measure words exclusively. Given the ontological status of
their referents, mass nouns are in need of a means of measurement in a quantifying
context. Measure words may be defined as words that provide some temporary measure-
ment, and thus, unlike classifiers, are applicable to different nouns (count, mass, collec-
tive, abstract) (Chao 1968: 508-509; Tai & Wang 1990: 37), with the exception of paranu-
meral collective measure words. Moreover, they hold a function of individuation in the
case of mass nouns, but of unit measuring, clustering or partitioning in the case of count
nouns. Finally, unlike classifiers, they do not categorize or classify nouns.
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5. Conclusions

The main purpose of this study was to refute the Mass Noun Hypothesis and provide
a grammatical verification of the Count Noun Thesis in Mandarin Chinese by establish-
ing grammatical rules that may distinguish Chinese count nouns from mass nouns. This
would not have been possible without some rectification of the typology of numeral
classifiers, which had been perceived as a homogenous group of mensural terms. Thus,
the necessity to differentiate classifiers and measure words was shown on syntactic and
semantic grounds. Their distinct functions were also emphasized, that is, the categoriza-
tion function of classifiers, and the mensural function of measure words.

Once the arguments for separating classifiers from measure words were provided, the
grammatical count/mass distinction in Chinese could be established. The conclusion can
be enclosed in the formula: count nouns have one default classifier and may parse with
some measure words; mass nouns may only take measure words. Because classifiers lack
the mensural function, they do not individuate the noun in a quantifying context, thus
cannot be parsed with mass nouns. In human experience referents of mass nouns appear
only in some temporary measurable form, that is why it is impossible to grasp their
cognitive basis with a classifier category. In fact, classifiers, which in result are exclusive
in regard to count nouns, are semantically null*’, in the sense that they do not modify
the already individuated noun, yet at the same time they may add some connotative
meaning or imply a certain polysemous sense of the count noun. In contrast, on account
of the ontological status of the referents of mass nouns, mass nouns require measure
words precisely for what they are meant to do, that is, measuring, as in every other
natural language. However, their mensural function enables them to quantify both count
and mass nouns, their peculiar role in the case of mass nouns is to individuate them,
providing at the same time formations in all kinds of temporal measurement of both
objects (referents of count nouns) and substances (referents of mass nouns).

Grammatical distinction between count and mass nouns in classifier languages is im-
portant for two reasons: above all, it cancels the epistemological implication suggesting
the inability of grasping the concepts of objects which stand behind the count nouns®
by users of languages in which there are supposedly no count nouns. It also debunks the

32 This poses a polemic question to Zhang’s (2012: 227; 2013: 29ff) claim that no Chinese noun is a count
noun (although she makes a distinction between mass and non-mass nouns). By means of the numerability
argument, only count nouns may combine with a numeral directly. Consequently, in Chinese, because of the
obligatory occurrence of a numeral classifier in a classifier phrase, no noun is a count noun. However, if the
classifiers were regarded as semantically null, i.e. adding no quantification value to the classifier phrase, even
though they play some syntactic role, then, in this sense, nouns occurring with classifiers do combine with
numerals directly. On the grounds of the numerability argument, then, it would follow that Chinese has count
nouns. This is one way to challenge the statement that Chinese has no count nouns, but non-mass nouns at
most.

3 Providing the evidence for grammatical distinction between count nouns and mass nouns in Chinese
does not exclude the possibility that they are all mass nouns SEMANTICALLY (Hansen 1992: 48). Therefore,
the empirical studies whether classifier language users really do not perceive individuate objects are mostly
appropriate, despite the fact that they were performed on subjects assumed to bear no knowledge of the count/
mass distinction (cf. Soja et al. 1991; Imai & Mazuka 2003).
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idea that speakers of classifier languages are nominalists in default (Nakamura 1964:
178-179; Hansen 1976: 191; 1983: 31). Showing that Chinese common nouns encompass
count as well as mass nouns nullifies the possibility of raising a false allegation towards
the Chinese claiming that their reality consists of rationed portions of substances solely
(Hansen 1983: 30). This work, as one would wish, has disproved another, but not the
last, myth regarding ‘other’ culture from an Anglocentric point of view.
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