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A NOTE ON THE CLASSIFIER BUE53 B IN SOUTHERN MIN
James H-Y. Tai
National Chung Cheng University, Taiwan

Chinese languages exhibit a great variety of classifiers, offering a
wealth of data for the study of classifiers and their implications for human
categorization (Tai 1992). The classifier bue53 £ ‘tail’ in Southern Min
is particularly interesting in three respects. First, it exists only in Southern
Min dialects and a few Cantonese and Hakka dialects which neighbor the
area of Southern Min. Second, it didn’t exist in Nanbeichao Period (AD
420-589) when the classifier system became full-fledged in the history of
Chinese languages. Third, as a classifier, it collocates only with a few
nouns such as ‘fish” and ‘snake,” but not with all of the nouns denoting
animals with a tail. In this note, I will briefly comment on the classifier
bue3 3 regarding the above three respects.

Nouns collocating with bue33 B in Southern Min include hi24 4
“fish’, cua24#t ‘snake’, lip24 # ‘dragon’, he24 ¥} ‘prawn’, ho33 lju55
JE & ‘loach’, gia33kap55 ¥ 4 ‘centipede’, bun2lf"ap24m £ ‘roundworn’,
to21tin33 Hf 45 “lizard’, hai55sam35¥ % ‘sea cucumber’ hai35ti55
# J& ‘dolphin’. Depending on dialects and individual speakers, all these
nouns can also co-occur with the classifier tgia?3 & (Tai 1996).
However, for many speakers in most dialects, hi24 # ‘fish® and cua244t
‘snake’ are the two core members of the bue33 & family (Tai 1996).
(Interested readers are referred to Tai 1996 for a detailed statistic analysis
on the production data for the collocation between bue53Fand various
nouns.) Based on the prototype theory of classification, it can be proposed
that the cluster features for the categorization involving the classifier
bue53 B are (1) animal, (2) long-shaped, (3) with a tail, (4) without legs,
and (3) can crawl or swim.

The classifier bue33 occurs mainly in Southern Min dialects and
some Hakka dialects neighboring Southern Min dialects in both mainland
China and Taiwan. Take hi24#, ‘fish’ for example, the classifier bue53 &
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is used inE ] and ¥ M However, the classifiersd is used in#g M
and'i M (¥ 3 # T # B , p. 421). Most of the Hakka dialects use the
classifiersf§ and % forf. According to Z g ~ & & & (1992),
among thirty four Hakka dialect localities surveyed, only 7 % area
uses & . The area of % % is located in southeast coast of Fukian province.
Therefore, it is possible that the use is influenced by Southern Min
dialects. As a matter of fact, this kind of dialect influence is even more
widespread in Taiwan, where most of the Hakka dialects useBas a
classifier for# . While it is the case that the classifierZis used for the
noun # mostly in Southern Min dialects and neighboring Hakka dialects,
it also holds true in & B, Southwestern Mandarin. It should be also
noted that the classifier Zis often used for # in more colloquial written
Chinese.

Based on the data compiled by #| # 1% (Liu 1965), the classifier £did
not exist in £ & ® 4t ¥ (AD 420-589) when the classifier system
became full-fledged in the history of Chinese languages. According to
Liu, there were only three classifiers derived from body parts of animals.
They were @ ‘mouth’ , 8 ‘head’, and ¥ ‘thoracic cavity’. # was used
for fish, snake, and dragon. The following examples are taken from Liu
(1965: 91).

ERMBZ TR+ EGHA (AT HEH)
FOR-ZBEERAR (BHHHE HEHE)
FEXRBRL2A - - (HEE > #HLE)
ARRBT_BANEHLET - (FHEE> ZHE

It seems that the classifier2first appeared in Tang Dynasty and
became well established in Sung dynasty. The following examples are
from poems of Tang and Sung dynasties.

RATmTR -

(Z]W (FHULKF ) » KK @ L Vol 4,p133)
HRARBBER TXREGET o

(EMET C#E ki) » RFEAFH Vol 4,p13)
THBERARE HETRERREH -

(RBRE (BAZERAMREXFES) r BB AT H
Vol. 4, p.13)



A NOTE ON THE CLASSIFIER BUES3 B 227

We also found the classifier £in fictions written in Ming Dynasty. For
example,

FTHEXET-—RA - (FHALF-+LE)

However, the classifier £ was not found in more colloquial
documents in ninth and tenth centuries such as 3. % £ (p.c. Prof. Tsu-Lin
Mei). Thus, the classifier & was consistently used for snakes in # % % .
For example,

R—frig» UMBRE-
SWARB kg FFHLEDLAM

Nor was the classifier £ found in 3¢ #2 # U (p.c. Dr. Thekla Wiebusch).

It appears that the classifier & was not widely used in Tang and Sung
periods, especially in the northern area. Pending further evidence, we can
assume that the classifier2 was a southern dialectal classifier to start
with, and that in competing with the classifier {% from northern dialects, it
lost its territory to f& except in the most conservative southern dialects,
namely, Southern Min.
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