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A SEMANTIC STUDY OF THE CLASSIFIER TIAO { 5% )%

James Tat and Lianging Wang
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1. Introduction

Categorization is one of the most important aspects of human cognition.
As pointedly noted by Jackendoff (1983:77 and 1987:134), 'An essential
aspect of cognition is the ability to categorize: to judge that a particular thing
s orisnotaninstance of a particular category.' In the words of Lakoff (1987
5-6), "There is nothing more basic than categorization to our thought,
perception, action, and speech ...... An understanding of how we categorize is
central to any understanding of how we think and how we function, and
therefore central to an understanding of what makes us human.'

Human lfanguage deeply involves the categorization not only of linguistic
structures but also of the reality represented by linguistic structures. When
we call an object shu % in Chinese, we put the object in the category of
book.” By the same token, when we name an activity kan & in Chinese, we
take the activity as an instance of the category 'to see.' Two categories can
~Intersect to form a new category. Thus, the expression kan shu B 3 defines a
new category 'to read books." When we name an activity kan shu, we assign
the activity in the category 'to read books." What isinteresting and intriguing

in Chinese as well as in other languages with classifier systems is the fact that

nouns are further categorized by classifiers. For example, the classifier ben A<
volume' puts shu 4 'book,' zidian F i 'dictionary,’ zazhi 4% & ‘magazine,’
etc., Inthe same category.

While 1t 1s obvious that classifiers in Chinese categorize nouns into

different classes, it is not immediately clear whether they reflect conceptual
structures or are merely arbitrary forms without a conceptual basis. In this
paper, we wish to argue that classifiers in Chinese to a great extent reflect
numan categorization in Chinese culture, and that they are arbitrary only in
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The classical view of categorization holds that categories are formed by

certain objective properties inherent to the entities in the world, and that
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these properties are discrete, serving as necessary and sufficient criterial

conditions for categorization. This view of categorization is fundamentally
important in the development of many brancnes of natural and social
sciences. Mathematics, logic, and formal semantics and syntax totally depend
on this classical view of categorization. However, the view has been
challenged in recent years by a wealth of new data on human cateqorization.
Of special relevance to the study of classitiers in natural languages is the study
of color categories in anthropological linguistics (Berlin and Kay 1969, Kay.
and McDaniels 1978), the study of categorization of concrete objects I
cognitive psychology (Rosch 1975, 1978; Tversky and Hemenway 1984), and
the study of lexical categories in linguistics (Ross 1972, Hopper and Thompson
1984). From these studies, a new theory of categorization, Known as
srototype theory, has emerged and influenced the thinking of many linguists.
Departing from the classical theory of categorization, the prototype theory
views human categorization as resulting primarily from the interaction
hetween the human body and the physical environment in different SOCIO-
cultural contexts. in this theory, categorization can be achieved through
association with the prototype(s), or the central member(s). Members of a
category may be associated with one another in family resemblance (a /a
Wittgenstein). Itisthus not necessary for all members of a category to possess
a common property which criterially defines that category. In prototype
theory, categorization contains the notions of 'centrality’ and 'gradation.
Thus, some members of a category, being prototypes, may serve as ‘typical’ or
‘better' examples of that category than others. Rosch (1973, 1975) has shown
that people regard some birds as more typical and better examples of the
category than other birds. For example, robins and sparrows are judged as
better examples of birds than pelicans and penguins. Furthermore, I1n
srototype theory, human imagination piays a crucial role in categorization.
Thus, metaphor, metonymy, and imagery all enter into the formation of a

category, as clearly demonstrated by Lakoff (1986) in his explication of Dyirbal
classifiers and the classifier honin Japanese. _

Although Chinese classifiers provide linguists and cognitive psychologists

with rich data for the study of the intricate relationship between cognitive

and linguistic categories, existing linguistic studies of Chinese classifiers have

heen confined to their occurrence conditions in terms of structural prinapies,

espacially their co-occurrence with different classes of nouns. To the best of
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of human categorization in Chinese culture. Nor is there any attempt 1o

search for the cognitive basis of the system.
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This paper is a pilot study with which we wish to show that a cognitions-
based study of classifiers in Chinese is not only feasible but aiso ot high
explanatory value. It will focus on the classifier tiao 5. For two important
reasons, we have chosen tiao for the present pilot study. In the first place, it is
one of the most frequently used classifiers with an extensive domain; the
concept of 'extension in length' underlying tigo is also very common in other
classifier languages (Allan 1977).7 In the second place, we have more data
about historical development and about child language on tiao than on other
classifiers (Erbaugh 1985). Tiao appears to be the first classifier generalized to
various kinds of object by shape. In her data collected in Taiwan of Mandarin
used in Mandarin-speaking families, Erbaugh has found that tiao 1s the most

frequently used and most frequently extended classifier in child and adult
Mandarin. |

It is hoped that the present pilot ﬁ.:aw will lead to a comprehensive study
of the Chinese classifier system as a system of human categorization.’

2. Classifiers versus measure words

In the literature of Chinese grammar, classifiers are often treated on a pa
with measure words. With rare exceptions, the term shuliangci  &C 1A
‘number-measure-word' has been adopted by Chinese linguists in
mainland China and Taiwan to cover both classifiers and measure words.
Chao (1968:584-620) has treated classifiers as ‘individual measures.” Li and
Thompson (1981:106) have blended classifiers with measures words and
stated that 'any measure word can be a classifier.” Thus, they treat bang 172
'‘pound" in shi bang rou 1 55 A ‘ten pounds of meat' and qun &+ 'crowd in yi
m:n-wmsw — IF mm ‘a crowd of sheep’ on an equal footing as tiao in yi tiao yu

— =k H ‘g fish’ and zhang 9k 'piece' in yi zhang zhi — 9k 4% 'a piece of
naper.' However, it is desirable and feasible to ditferentiate classifiers from
measure words in arder to better understand the cognitive basis of a classitier
system. Having examined the kinds of things that are grouped together by
classifiers in more than fifty languages, Allan (1977:285) concludes that 'a

classifier denotes some salient perceived or imputed characteristic of the

entity to which the associated noun refers.” The imputed characteristics of
entities picked up by classifiers are relatively 'inherent’ in comparison with
the 'contingent' characteristics of entities assigned by measure words. Thus, a
classifier is set only to a certain number of nouns which are assotiated VW LI
one another in one single category. Measure words can, however, accompany
different kinds of nouns which may not be related categorically. Toillustrate,
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he measure word bang 5 'pound' can be used to weigh iron, sand, apples, _ dialects of the same language. _”.:mﬁ every Enm:mmm has measure words, but

otton, etc., which take different classifiers as shown in the following. only some languages have classifiers. Thus, like Chinese, English has measure

words such as pound and pile which are equivalent to bang 5 and dui HEin

1) yi bang tie ¥k vi kuai tie — bR _ Chinese: but, unlike Chinese, English does not have classifiers such as tiao %k

— I 'apound of iron’ ‘an (piece) iron | ~ for counting fish and ke 2 for counting trees. Secondly, many measure words

shazi v I <hazi — K1 Vb F such as pile and group presumably have similar, if not identical, meanings

'a pound of sand’ ‘a (grain-like) sand' across languages. Thus, dui HEin mZ.:mmm has roughly the same meaning as

ningguo i 5 ge Hingguo — ¥ pile .5 English; qun I in Chinese is mmgmamm:«\ wncwcm_mi to group In

'a pound of apples’ ‘an (general thing) apple’ _ English. By extension, we should not be surprised to find that measure words

mianhua. *m__ v tuan  mianhua — ARTE |  do not vary much from one Chinese dialect to another, whereas classifiers may

a pound of cotton' ‘a (ball-like) cotton' _ vary greatly.3 Thirdly, the conceptual distinction between classifiers ana

_ measure words will help us tease apart the complexity of the Chinese classitier

Inour view, Chao's 'temporary measures' such as dul HE 'nile,' shen & 'body, | system as exhibited in Chao's description, where classifiers are treated as

subgroups of measure words. We believe that once we regard a classifier as
serving to categorize an entity and a measure word as simply serving to

measure, the perplexity in Chao's analysis of Chinese classifiers can be
mitigated.?

and others should be treated as measures rather than classifiers. Thus, we can
substitute bang 5 with dui HEfor the examplesin (1). Inturn, both bang and
dui HE can be replaced by other measure words such as Jin T ‘catty,' dun iy
“ton' or other Chao's 'temporary measures' such as chuan Ra 'boat’ and wuzi
B f 'house.' All these measure words designate ‘contingent’ or 'temporary’

sroperties. In contrast, classifiers denote relatively ‘inherent’ or 'permanent

nroperties and therefore can not substitute for one another freely. Thus,
“expressions such as yi fi tie ™ = B Bk and yi tuan pingtuan* — A w«m < are
“unacceptable in normal contexts.

We hasten to add here that the distinction in question, like other
orototype-based categorical distinctions, is a graded distinction with fuzzy
boundaries. On one hand, we have classifiers like kuat R 'piece’ and pian A
«lice’ which also function as measures in the sense that they denote a portion
of an object, in addition to the shape of the portion. Thus, we have yi kuai rou
— R 1A 'a piece of meat,’ yi pian rou™" 7 'aslice of meat,' yi kuai tie™ R
¥X 'apiece of iron,' yi pian tie ™ F- 2k 'aslice of iron,' etc. On the other hand,
we have measures like wan ¥ 'bowl,’ bei FL 'glass’ which involve containers
with a clear visible shape and thus are closer to classifiers than other strictly
quantitive measures such as pang i and jin T

i‘fﬂu
=
R i Tol

_ We propose to adopt the distinction between ‘permanent’ and

temporary' properties of entities as the fundamental cognitive basis for the
distinction between classifiers and measure words. We would like to avoid
the term 'inherent properties;’ which can easily be misconstrued as '‘objective
oroperties’ of the entities in the world and independent of the experience of
human beings in different cultures. We thus propose the following
distinction between classifiers and measure words.

3. A prototype theory of the classifier tiao “a

2} A classifier categorizes a class of nouns by picking out mo:,_m salient

nerceptual properties, either physically or functionally based, which Rased on the historical data of tiao documented by Chinese scholars

including Wang Li (1980,13965) and Chou Fa-kao (1959), Erbaugh (1985) nas

are permanently associated with the entities named by the class of AR o | .
ouns: a measure word does not categorize but denotes the quantity u constructed an historical development consisting of four stages for tiao. In
of %m_,mi:« named by a noun the first stage (the Shang dynasty, ca. 1400 3.C.), the word tiao appeared In
. | m oracle bone writings as a noun meaning ‘smatl hranch.' In the second stage
- s ¢ T2 .
In essence, (2) amounts to saying that while a ciassiiter ‘categorizes’ ain oujedy, ” (the Post-Han, ca. 25 A.D.), it was used as a classifier for the lengths of QGE
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and strings of gold ingots. In the third stage (by the Tang, dUU-5UU A.U.J,
: tiao as a classifier had expanded its reference to snaxes, ropes, and cloths. In

This functional distinction between classifiers and measure words also has ﬁjm_ H:ﬂr stage E& the m..@:@ 960-1117 .\P.U.,y It had ?ljmﬂijﬂm:am& o _33@
e desirable consequences in describing different fanguages or different objects in general including roads and articles of law, which were written

ameasure word simply ‘measures’ an cbject.
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vertically on the page. From the developmental history of tiao, we can gain
an important insight into its categoricai extension in modern Mandarin
Chinese. In the following, we construct a prototype theory for the classifier
tiao consisting of four subcategories: (a) nominal origins,> (b) centra

members, (¢} naturally extended members, and (d) metaphorically extended
members. .

clearly indicate that tiao is semantically as well as cognitively based and not
merely an arbitrary linguistic device for noun classification.

3 3 Natural extension of tiago

‘n Mandarin Chinese, tiao is also used as a classifier for noun classes
denoting entities which possess a visible long shape but which have only two
dimensions. They can be construed as the extended members of the tiac
category. Below are listed some of tne members created through natural

3.1.Tiao as a noun

We have mentioned that tiao began as a word meaning '‘branch.’” In extension.
Vodern Mandarin, as a noun it still retains this meaning. It is defined In
Xiandai Hanyu Cidian ( 3L {€ I i& 18 8L Modern Chinese Dictionary) as | 5) yitiaojie — G 4y ‘astreet’
xichang de shuzhi i K 43 k% 'slender tree branch.' It can occur alone, but T yi tiao he — 2k (1] ‘ariver
more frequently occurs as a bound morpheme in compound words such as | vi tiao lu — F I ‘aroad’
liutiaor ¥l 5 JU 'willow twig,' xiantiaor 23 2% )L 'line,' and miantiaor [Hi S _ yi tiaoyingzi 2 e 'a shadow'
JL 'noodle.' vi tiao shanmai — A WLk 'amountainrange’

3.2, Central members of tiao

The reason we refer to this group as consisting of naturaily extended members
< because the entities involved are still concrete and with a visible long shape.
They are different from the central members in two important respects. First,
although they have clear spatial boundaries, they have only two dimensions
rather than three dimensions as in the case of the central members. Second,
they do not interact with the human body as closely as the central members,
most of which can be grasped by the hand. When a long-shaped entity has
only two dimensions, the salient perceptual feature naturatly falls on the

The historical development of tiao shows that in its inception as a
classifier, it was used to refer to long things. We can treat as the central
members those nouns in Mandarin Chinese denoting three-dimensiona

concrete objects with a long shape. The list below exemplifies the centra
members.

3} i tiao v

— s H# ‘a fish’ extension in length' of the entity. Thisis especially clear in the imagery of he

vi tiao kuzi — &R 'a pair of pants’ ] 'river' and fu 1% 'road.’

vi tiao tul — = it ‘aleg .

vi tiao chuan — %= fn 'a boat The membership by natural extension should include xian Z2 'line' asin yi
tiag xian — Sk %% 'aline,' which has only one dimension but nevertheless
4) vyitiao huanggua TR I\ 'a cucumber’ vicible. The word xian % can also denote 'thread, a three-dimensional
yi tiao maojin — G 1] 'along towel’ object. Inreferring to xian in the latter meaning, the classifier gen IR ‘root-
yi tiao dengzl — %R EH £ 'along bench’ like' is preferred. In section 4, we will discuss the essential perceptual

 differences between tiao ana gen.

1t is noteworthy that among the gua '\ 'melon' class, only huanggua L I\

-

‘cucumber,’ kugua NI\ 'bitter gourd,' sigua 2z I\ 'towel gourd,' and other
Linds of gua which have a long-shaped body take the classifier tiao. For

The proposed distinction between the central members and the naturally
axtended members in terms of their difterent manners of interaction with the

those melons such as xIgua 78 JI\ ‘water melon' and donggua 0N 'wax Numan Dody s i iine with 2 view of lanquage held by many anthropologists
gourd,' the general classifier ge /A~ is used, since they do not have a long- and psychologists that human tanguage reflacts the biological make-up of

shaped body. similarly, only long-shaped maojin £ 111 'towe!' and dengzi wuman beings. (Clark 1973, Miller and Johnson-Laird 1376, Johnson 1987).

% - 'bench' take tiao. Otherwise, the classifier kuai is used for maajin and
the classifier zhang 9K 'flat surface' or ge /™ is used for dengzi. These facts
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3.4 §m$m301mm_ extension of tigo

in Mandarin Chinese, tiao can be used to classify not only concrete visible

objects or entities (as we have seenin 3.2. and 3.3.) but alsa entities which are
invisible and abstract. The following are some of the examples.

6} yitiao xinwen

— = T 1H 'anitem of news

vi tiao fal — A alegal article’
yi ttao hetong ..l.......mw\/: an mm_‘mmamzﬁ
yi trao yijian TR >_ anopinion’

yi tiao liyou !%wm H 'areason’

yi tiao mingling  — SR %7 % 'an order'

The use of tiao in the above examples can properly be construed as
metaphorical extension. While the natural extension discussed in 3.3. is based
on the real and visible long shape of an entity, the metaphorical extension is
vased on the imagined long shape of an entity through the creative mind of
numan beings. This metaphorical extension is clearly associated with the fact
that in Chinese news items, legal articles, agreements, opinions, and so forth
are traditionally written down vertically on the page. The metaphorical

extension in question s structured on a domain of experience to which most
native speakers still canrelate.

Similarly, the use of tiao in (7) can be construed as a metaphorical

- extension,

/) vitiaoc renming %n nu ‘ahumaniife’

Although renming /A a7 'human life' is abstract, it is naturally associated with
the human body, which has a long shape.

For the sake of clarity, it is desirable to distinguish the metaphorical
extenston of a noun from that of a classifier. For example, through

metaphorical extension, sangzi M - 'throat' also means 'voice' as illustrated

Ia |
8) Tayouyitiao hao sangzi. (A — R UM,
ne-have-cne-tiao-good-throat
'He haca nood votce

- — - — —} =

F
r

hough the meaning of sangzi 'throat' has already been extended. For the

n 8), the classifier tiao for sangzi Y& - 'throat' remains uncnanged, even

e — Pl

THE CLASSIFIER TIAQ ... 43

same reason, we regard (9) as involving a metaphorical use of the noun
zhanxian G428 'battle line' rather than the classifier tiao.

3) vyitiaosixiang zhanxian — & B IR AR LR
'a battie line of thought'

3.5. From concrete to abstract

We have analyzed the categorical extension of the classitier tigo as from
concrete objects to abstract entities. Being three-dimensional objects, the
central members are more concrete than the extended members. It should be
noted that while the naturally extended members are more concrete than the
netaphorically extended members, we do not wish to claim that the latter has

come Into existence throughiextension from the former. In our present view,

both types of extension can be derived directly from the central members.

4. Tiao #R, @mmﬁﬁw_ﬂ zhi £/, zhi B

We have identified the long shape as the cognitive basis of the classifier
tigo. Yet, there are many nouns referring to long objects which do not take

tiao as the gmmm:ﬂ_ﬁ Instead, they take gen fB'root’ or zhi Z'branch.’
Consider,

5

10) yi gengunzt B F 'astick
Yl gen Kualzi l;?ﬁmﬂ 'a chopstick’
yi gen chathuo — B 52 K 'astick of firewood'
E gen xiang wmwﬁ ‘an incense stick’
Vi gen @m:mrm — FRH B 'asugarcane’

1) yi gen cao
vi gen toufa

—FfEE  ‘'ablade of grass'
— itk & 'ahair

12a)  ytzhi] } .a“,wm ‘a chicken
yi zhi niao -2 5 abird
yi zhi tuzi H % - 'arabbit’
190)  vizhigow  — B4 ‘adog
E Nj_ <m3m -?%L ‘asheep
vl zhi niu - HOA an ox
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14) yi zhi bi —3ZE  ‘apen' though they overlap considerably. Our argument, if correct, would further
yi zhi dizi — 5 & -+ 'abamboo flute' support the implicational scale suggested by Craig {1986) to the effect that
yi zhigiang — X ‘'agun’ linguistic classifications mark shape first and then consistency.
vi zhi lazhu — Z b5 fB 'a candle

The fact that tiao but not gen is extended from three-dimensicnal
objects to one and two-dimensional objects is significant and deserves a few
words of further discussion. In Allan's comprehensive study of classifiers

- across languages, shape as a perceptual basis for noun classification is broken
down into saliently one, two, and three-dimensional for long, flat, and
round objects respectively. We can follow Alian by regarding the salient
perceptual characteristic for long things as the ane-dimensional 'extension
In length,” which underscores tiao but not gen. In other words, while tiao
picks out the one-dimensional configuration of a long object, gen is sensitive
to the three-dimensional physical body of a long object. This cognitive
distinction between the two classifiers enables us to account for the
significant fact that tiao cannot be substituted with gen for either naturaily or
metaphorically extended members. The distinction can also explain some
semantic differences between the two dassifiers. For instance, it explains a
fact noted earlier in 3.3. that gen can be used as a classifier for xian 43

meaning thread' but not meaning 'aline on the plane,’ the meaning of which
requires the use of tiao. We have also earlier noted that chang dengzi 1< k- ¥

+ 'long bench' takes tiao but not gen, even though a bench has the physical
property of rigidity.” |t appears that the salient perceptual feature of a long
bench is the one-dimensional 'extension in length’ of the top board of the
bench. Thus, the use of tiao for a long bench is parallel to the use of zhang 9K

tlat surface’ for a table in Chinese, which has a two-dimensional fiat face as
its salient characteristic.

As can be discerned from examples in (10), the classifier gen ik seems to
refer to long objects which are stiff and straight. The salient perceptual
sroperty of the entities associated with gen appears to involve not only the
ong shape but also the rigid consistency. When asked about the ditference
setween tiao and gen, many native speakers respond to the effect that, while

gen refers to long objects with rigidity, tiao refers to long objects with relative

flexibility. The rigidity property disallows gen to be used to refer to animals
such as niu F'ox,' yang = 'sheep,’ and gou §1) ‘dog,’ which have a long
shape but which can move and bend their body. In contrast, with the
 property of flexibility, tiao can be used for these animals, along with zhi >3, a
classifier for animals with legs.” Notice that being long and flexible but

without tegs, yu B 'fish' and she ¥t 'snake' can only take tiao, but not zhi.

“Gen and tiao are interchangeable for objects such as huanggua 1IN
‘cucumber’ and xiangjiao # ¥ 'banana.’ These objects seem to fall in
between rigidity and flexibility. In other words, in terms of cansistency, they
are not as rigid as gunzi & F 'stick’ and chaihuo 22 K 'firewood.” Nor are
they as bendable and flexible as kuzi t#  f'pants' and yu 8 ‘fish." The
interchangeability between gen and tiao in referring to these objects can
therefore be attributed to the ambiguity in perceptual salience ot these
objects with respect to the rigidity/flexibility distinction.

The examples in (11) raise the question why cao ¥ 'grass' and toufa 'hair’
J- K take gen but not tiao, even though they are more bendable and thus less
rigid than huanggua 'cucumber' and xiangjiac 'banana.’ One reasonable
answer would be that the consistency of cao ‘grass’ and toufa "hair’ is indeed
more rigid than that of huanggua and xiangjiao, which are after ali edible.
Perhaps, the rigidity has to do with the internal consistency of an object and
not merely with its bendability.®

The examples in (12) show that the classifier zhi *1is used in reference to
animals. In (12b), however, zhi can be substituted with tiao. In contrast, in

(12a), only zhi 5! can be used. It can be observed that animals listed in (12b)

present a long shape to human's eyes. It appears that domestic animals tend
to pick up other perceptual characteristics than being just animals. For
example, niv 4~ 'ox' uses the classifier tou 3 'head' besides zhi and tiao. The
use of the classifier pi 'Y for ma 'horse’ &5 can only be understood in terms of
functional characteristics.9 Once pi /L is used for ma, itis extended to luozid%
+ 'mule’ but interestingly not to /d % 'donkey.’10 This kind of extension

Uﬂocammmsoﬁ:mﬂcmmnmo%mcamsnmEwﬂjmUSSSnmtdmmmamm%@o_‘mmmﬂ@j
in Chinese classifier system. _

We have so far treated the rigidity in consistency on a par with the length
in shape. However, it can be argued that the latter is more fundamental than

st f i mr = rmliamt marcamtirnl FAaataien vindarhvine tha Chinaece ﬁ_ﬂnﬂ.m:uﬂ
AN R e BN i Ly iy 1 LaAliThyiL Pt e 8 ..t...nﬂ...rr.n...: : — L . o b s —— ma s s - L
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W,
system. First, we have cases like chang dengzi & % -+ 'long bench' and
muban A< i 'board’ which are long and firm but which take tiao rather than
gen. Second, gen, unlike tiao, has neither natural extension nor metaphoricai
extension. Third, tigo is overall much more frequently used than gen, even

The data in (13) suggest that the classifier zhi 3Z refers to long objects
with a cylinder-like body, sometimes hollow as in the case of dizi 6

o
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b

bamboo flute' and sometimes filled with contents as in the case of bi %€ 'pen'
and gfang 133 'gun.’ The cylindricity of an object, like the roundness (a /a _ |
Allan), is saliently three-dimensional. Thus, like gen ‘R zhi X encompasses | Nominal Central ~ Natural Metaphorical
ail the three dimensions of an object and does not single out the one- ] Qrigin Members Extension Extension
Jimensional 'extension in length’ as is in the case of tigo. Also, like gen, zhi _" _mm
nicks up the rigidity property. The salient perceptual feature wnich o

distinguishes zhi from genis theretore cylindricity. _ ] & 3 s 7 [H]

_:._.f

tiaozi YU lu xinwen
. Unlike gen, zhi can, however, be used to refer to more abstract entities -

- . b o 6 “ mmmm..m o Tt Wuuv
such as duiwu PA{IL ‘ranks,' ge 3K 'song,’ and liliang /] & 'strength.’ Thisuse - S gIN (] &

can be construed as a metaphorical extension of zhi 32 based on the 'division’ | I iutiaor uanggua /1€ yijtan

imagery of 'a tree branch,’ the basic denotational meaning of zhi as a noun. e #0655 i - iy e
_ Tiao miantiaor kuzi he Xiaoxi

_ in written Chinese, two related characters % and X are used for zhiin - |

referring to long objects. Etymoiogically, Lﬂwmnnmmﬁma first meaning 'a tree A 5 o iE BR HE [F

branch.” Later, as 32 was extended to mean 'division,” £X was therefore - | mutiaor beidan zoulang liyou

added to stand for 'tree branch.”"" Based on data from Xiandai Hanyu Babaici
e (X115 J\ H 18 800 Words in Modern Chinese) and Xiandai Hanyu Cidian

%

_ ﬁ\m,_nn 1915 18] B Modern Chinese Dictionary), they are interchangeable as far dengzi
as the central members are concerned. However, only Xis used for the - — e — - —
members in metaphorical extensions such as duiwu PA {IL 'ranks' and ge K 7 HLES J B
song, and only £% is used in referring to tree branch as in yi zhi liutiao — 5 \:w ~o
4 ra willow 2&6, and yi zhimerhua — 53 %Nﬁd plum.' For many native genr huochai
Chinese in their daily writing, £X is more naturally associated with objects Ko FRL B3 - 5t
composed of wood or parts of plants, whereas X is more naturally associated ? shugenr shen
with objects of other kinds of material. Here is a clear case of folk etymology S
atwork, Gen “ mﬂmm.w:m
| |
In sum, with respect to long objects, tiao, gen, and zhi each has a salient 5
‘perceptual property which serves as the typicality condition for B
categorization; namely, the one-dimensional extension in length for tiao, =~ | 90
the three dimensionality of a long, rigid object for gen, and the cylindricity ot _ — H ._ F .
s long, rigid object for zhi. The following figure illustrates the basic | et kg B 45 Tk
distributional patterns of the three classifiers in terms of (a) nominal origin, o . .ﬂ j\_\‘r m.u !
(b) central membership, (¢) natural extension, and (d) metaphorical extension. 2/ >HUZhI m g€
_ ey CDL S AR PR
. (i1an)zhir | vanao . | b
't can be seen from figure 1 that tiao have both natural extension and ﬂ ) -
metaphorical extension, gen has neither, and zhi has only metaphorical /1] e
sxtension. We have proposed that the salient perceptual feature that tiao xiang filiang

nicks out from a long object is the one-dimensional configuration of
axtension in lenath.” In contrast, gen and zhi are sensitive to the three-
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dimensiohal physical body of a long object. This accounts for the fact that | In the case of jigo Ml 'foot, oniy zhi A but not tiao can be used, because the
tiao can be naturally extended to two-dimensional entities such as jie 1 foot does not present a long shape as the leg does. The same contracst exists
street' and one-dimensional entities such as xian 28 '3 ine," whereas neither ~ |  between gebo i [ 'arm and shou ¥ 'hand.! Thus, we can say yizhi gebo —
gen nor zhi can. The imagery of 'extension inlength' also enables tiao to he | AU in addition to yitiao gebo— 2k i& ¥, but not yitiao shou* — &~ F

Mmetaphorically extended easily. The metaphorical extension in zhiis based on which again does not present a ong shape as the arm does. These contrasts
the imagery of 'division' of 3 tree branch in addition to that of ‘extension in show that functionally-derived salient properties can take precedence over
length.’ m

physically-based properties. Therefore, variation in the use of different
classifiers in reference to the same Kind of objects is attributable to its

-

Although the three classifiers each picks out a salient perceptual feature | different salient perceptual properties, either physically-based or

from a long object, they all refer to long objects. We would therefore expect | functionally derived.
they overiap with one another . . . -

they only overlap in the subcateqgory of central members, but not in natura] | Classifier systems vary considerably across Chinese dialects On-one hand,
‘extension, nor in metaphorical extension. >econd, tiao and gen overlap, and | he set of classifiers varies from one dialect to another. For example, many
‘gen and zhi overlap, but tiao and zhi do not overlap except in qiang & ‘qun’ 1 mocﬁr.m_,: dialects do not use genfR . On the other hand, different amm_mﬂm may
and xian £ 'line: thread.' In the case of xjan thread,' zhi is a measure | use different classifiers for the same object. For example, for yu B figh
denoting the density of a sweater in terms of the number of threads. In the while most dialects use tizo &, some Southwestern Mandarin dialects and
case of giang, the zhiis more prevalent than tiao. The overlapping among the Southern Min dialects use wers \M.:ﬂmz.“ Still in ﬂym_l n.mm_mnﬁm in Northern Min
three classifiers can therefore be captured by figure 2. R o and Southern Wu, tou “k 'head s used. Thus, in addition to the long shape,
| I 31 either the tail or the head can be chosen as the salient perceptual property of

a - yu. In Nanchang dialect, the classifier zhi = animal’ is used for yu B 'figh * m.m

._H _ as well as for other animals. Therefore, it appears that the same object can be _____

imputed with different salient characteristics in different dialects.

We have based our analysis of tiao, gen, and zhi on the Putonghua as

%1 spoken by educated Chinese. However, in Beijing dialect, gen is more .
prevalent than tiao; gen is preferred to tiao for huangqua I :,m ‘cucumber | ‘
. - and others which constitute the central members of tiao in Putonghua. !
Figure 2 _ _ . . i ~ Beljing dialect does not differ much from Putonghua in the use of tiao in both -k
. . . ‘I natural and metaphorical extensions. As most of the southern dialects do not 5
y use gen, the class of gen in Putonghua is divided between tiao and zhij,
3. Variation

depending on the dialect. For example, both toufa =% % 'hair' and cao =)
grass' take zhi X in Amay, but both take tiac in Cantonese. In view of the

i e gl ey

 While tiao % gen fB  and zhi %/ WEQA up different salient perceptual difference U_mﬁé.mmz northern mqa southern Chinese dialects with respect to
characteristics of a long object, they all refer to the long shape as the central | gen, we are inclined to the opinion that the use Qw all .ﬁjm Lﬁjﬁm.m classifiers as
-ategorical property. However, along Object needs not be categorized on the | well as the overlapping pattern as schematized in figure 2 is a result of
dasis of its shape. For example, we have seen that animals in Chinese are | dialectal mixture.
-ategorized by zhi H (&) ang only some animals can also be categorized by " L

1a30. Similarly, the classifier zhi 2 in Chiness rafere ta mma mmome b - PR P R P S

; . ..* _ " T S RN AT NI O o Um?-,
wwcm‘ N addition to yr gen kuaizi — & FE F /5 chopstick,' yi zhi kuaizi — =
R s chopstick ﬁ:?m pair)'is also used to refer to one chapstick as versus yi
huang kuaizi — A & F 15 pair of chopsticks. By the same token, yi zhi tui

— A ateg (in a pair)' can be used 'n addition to yi tiac tui — % i aleg.’

SN WG uiaiEdial mixture and infiuence, the classifier system used by
educated Chinese may also fluctuate between spoken Putonghua and formal
written Chinese. For exampie, in formal written Chinese, instead of tiao, ze
W item: s used for xiaoxi 18 . news,' and instead of zhi %, shou His used

e  —"
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for gequ K18 'song.’ It can be observed that the more formal the style is,
the richer the variety of classifiers becomes.12

We have thus identified three factors which have contributed to the
variation in the use of classifiers in Putonghua. They are cognitive ambiguity,
diatectal influence, and the level of formality in style. The interaction among
the three factors varies from one speaker to another of Putonghua,
depending on their educational, social, and dialectal backgrounds. The
ntertwining of the various factors has sometimes made murky the salient
perceptual properties underlying the classifier system in Chinese.

Nevertheless, the cognitive basis of these properties can be identified :jﬁoc@j
careful examination, as we have demonstrated in this paper.

6. Concdusion

We have demonstrated that the classifier tiszo  Rin Chinese is not an
arbitrary linguistic device of categorization but represents some type of
numan nmﬁm@oﬂimio; based on an imputed salient perceptual property of
extensionin len 14 We nave argued that tiao and its related classifiers gen
fRand zhi X/ i¥ are semantically motivated as well as cognitively based in
that each of the three classifiers picks up a unique salient perceptual property
of a long object. The three classifiers constitute the most frequently used
subset of classifiers in Chinese. This fact correlates with the fact that the

nominal origins of the three classifiers all denote parts of a tree. This

correlation can hardly be fortuitous; it reflects the central role played by the
parts of a plant in human categorization, especially at the 'basic’ level

(Tversky & Hemenway 1984). In this light, our findings of the cognitive basis

of the three classifiers may lead to a meaningful answer to the question why

Chinese and other languages have classifiers.

We have seen that the classifiers tiao, gen, and zhi are related with one
another in referring to long objects. As shown in the figure 2, they overlap
with one another, exhibiting family resemblance rather than the three-way
ntersection as would be expected. Furthermare, their overtapping involves
mostly central members and rarely extended Sm_:.&ma We have thus shown

the mxu_mzmSE vatue of the prototype ﬁjnoQ in teasing apart
"

iy pmay, — ..l.l.u.ll.l...l.l:]um - FEL N |
o soull S sl o I Uil U SRR SIS B8 6 B B

many other perplexing phenomena of linguistic

the mmzﬁ_mx

=

T ALl

—

tﬂ mka_u_

We believe that

e e et e m . - — _1..1{.1.1
VETTZ TTOUlE Qidaswoo iy Ll

i1 :Nmr_ _uw.

categorization in Chinese can better be CUQmJSOQ U means of the

prototype theory. For example, as observed by King (1389), in the Chinese

witing system, the character £ 'fish'is used as a semantic componant in the

I. ."I-I .IH
[
'
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characters for jing ] éjm“m m:a e §2 'crocodile’; and the character chong B
insect' is used to classify she W¥ msmrm, and xia \Eﬂ shrimp." For another

example, the animal ‘seal’ is referred to as haigou & $0)'sea dog,' and 'sea
cucumber' as haishen |8 Z¥ 'sea ginseng.'

We have observed that in addition to tiao, gen, and zhi, long objects can
also be categorized hy salient perceptual characteristics based not on shape

but on animacy, as in the case of animals, or on functional properties, such as

‘'one member of a pair.' Thus, the family of tiao, gen, and zhi in turn Iinteract
crisscrossingly with other types of classification which are based on attributes
other than shape. It is significant to note that functionally-based @Scnmj@m
can override perceptually-based groupings. We have seen that L ( % %) 'one
member of a pair’ can group objects of different shape under one 85@02.
Moreover, the grouping of daczi JJ f ‘knife' under the classifier ba G
‘handlie,’ in spite of its long shape, should be construed as partly
functionally-based, inasmuch as the characteristic 'handle' of a knife is an
imputed salient perceptual property due to the 55525: between a knife
and the hand. On this view, the grouping of zhuozi 5 - 'table’ under the
classifier zhang 5k 'flat surface'is also partly functionally based, since the flat
surface of a table represents the main interaction point between the object
and the hand. The Chinese classifier system thus offers a wealth of data for

the study of the interaction between perceptual properties of objects and
their functions in hurnan activities.

We have pointed out that Chinese dialects differ considerably from one
another with respect to classifiers, and that often the same object is classified
by different classifiers in different dialects. Chinese dialects therefore provide

abundant sources for the study of human categorization in different sub-
cultures of China.

We have come to the view that the use of all three classitiers tiao, gen,
and zhi in the Putonghua used by educated Chinese is a result of dialectai
mixture between northern and moc%mg dialects. Further investigation of
other classifiers in Putonghua vis-a-via those in other dialects will certainly

reveal the extent and nature of dialectal mixture in the classifier system of
Modern Standard Chinese.

Iy

.|.1I L] r s T — m_l-.-.- - ].-.hl_-.l__l..l. ._.l.im_-lr..-
; 1

Al ::: G7 Gad, GErt, aiil Liii il Tuilviigiiug
s a system developed from dialectal mixture between northern and southern
dialects, it is not an arbitrary classification system as one would expect from a

mixed system. Notwithstanding the mixed nature of the system, all of three
classifiers are semantically as well as cognitivaly based.1? This fact peints to

As a iinal peint, even tnougn o 15

[
—
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the important role of reinterpretation in human categorization. Thus, the

study of the cdlassifiers in Putonghua will lead us to a better understanding of

the mechanism of reinterpretation in the tface of lanquage contact and
language change.13

'L 1s our hope that the findings of the present pilot study will germinate
interests in uncovering principles of human categorization underlying the
Chinese classifier system. It is also our hope that the findings will be of use to 9.
the teaching of Chinese classifiers to speakers of other languages.

NOTES

"We have benefited from discussion with Marjorie Chan, Wenze Hu,

Rongrong Liao and Yumin Shen. Naturally we are sole y responsible for
any mistake herein.

. A statistics based on 440 commaon nouns and classifiers listed in Xiandai
Hanyu Babaici (H1 {fC ¥ & )\ Y w] The 800 Words in Modern Chinese)
“shows that the percentages of usage frequency of classifiers which refer to
long objects are 14.5, /,4.8,0.2,0.4,0.6,1.4,0.9, and 0.9 respectively for
mmomwﬁ @.mi.w__. Ni.ﬁm mcmzmh @mzjﬂ chuan & _. »m%_, IG2€ and zhu £k .

With 14.5 %, tiao is the most frequently used classifier only next to the _
general classifier ge/|™.

2. See Lianging Wang (in preparation).
>ee section 5 for a brief discussion. |
4. Among Chao's nine subgroups of measures (Chao 1968:584-585), only
~his individual measures and those specially associated with V-0
construction are referred to as classifiers. Many classifiers are grouped
under other subgroups of measures. For example, under subcategory of
Mp (Partitive Measure: dui 4t ‘pile," tiao i 'a carrying-pole load,' bg 1t
handful'), classifiers such as kuai 5 ‘piece,’ pian [ 'slice,' pian & ‘sheet,’
and others are included. We also find some classifiers under other
subcategories of measures, such as ming % 'name' under Mg {Quasi-
measure: guo |E 'nation.' xian Zx county,'...), chuan string’ under Mg
(Group Measures: daf] 'dozen.' wan J 'ten thousand,' ..).

5. We do not intend to claim that all the classifiers Iin Chinese have
Qm(m_.o.oma from nauns See note Q far an ayamnle which hae ~eioie s

- 0 ] L | @ a pE o O e o Vs W

from verbal expression.

6. In Beijing Mandarin, tiaor alone can he used as a noun, which means

stender body (for %mamw,&_ as in the sentence 'Zhe guniang yao ger you
ger, yao tiaor yod tiaor.' 13X w+ i1 W \7 L . \_f L ; WwM =y H #F= )Lt

L
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you want height, she's got height: if you want slenderness, she's mmﬁ

slenderness.!

'tis interesting to note that tuzi + can only take zhi but not tiao.
Perhaps tuzi does not have 3 body large enough to present a long shape.
Many native speakers feel that the reason cao and toufa take the classifier
gen is because they are rooted. For the simplicity of our analysis, we have
notopted for this alternative explanation.

Based on some historical documents, Liu (1965) argues that classifier pi [/t
evolved fromlUL {5 and "CfC in ancient Chinese, meaning 'to couple.' For

C
example, 5 — L, 5 AHUC, (see K 1a W quoted in BE45 % vol.

s

6) In the beginning, pi was not a classifier often used to refer to the 'to
couple’ relationship, such as husband and wife, male and female horse.
For example, <1 15 . & > 52 G B R K &, = HLRE D {H kg
tH A T 1 o, Later on, ptevolved into a classifier for norse, while
classifiers ge/I> and kou [ came to be used for the people.

PI can also be used as a measure word for bu ‘cloth' meaning
bolt." This can be seen from the following documents. X ¥ B IE writes,
X — e e R M, N — "'One zhang ¥'3 1/3
meter'(equal to 40 Chinese Chi IU) is called duan pﬁ.m:an two duans are
called liang P4 'double': each liangis a pi L' As we Know, fiang also
means couple'in ancient time. In annotating <15 . 43 14 HEs L& E]
writes, 84 L, AN TR, AEr. WIEAR 2 2= HL?
‘Every bolt has two zhang L. Now people call it as pi L. |s5n't it
reasonable to assume that it relates to pi'ou VL {fto couple?’ If Liu is
correct, ooth classifier pi and measure word pi are related to the semantic
meaning of the word pi'ou L {# pi'‘pei Vb BC 1o couple.’ For detailed

¥

discussion, see Liu, 1965, pp. 184-187; 227-228. This example also

shows that not all classifiers have come from nouns.
Inthe 6th century B. C., pi 'C was a classifier mainly for ma 5 ‘horse.' it

. y e . . t ; na
sometimes classified some other animals such as niv % 'ox and lu KB

deer.’ It was even used for people (Liu 1965:186). In modern Chinese,
nowever, piis used almost exclusively for horse. Some Mandarin speakers
atso use it for luo 4% 'mule.' which is very similar to horse both in shape
and in size. However, it s rarely used for Jg 4P ‘donkey," which is much
smaller than horse in size. This fact provides ancther evidence for the
prototype theory; while horse is the central member of pi, luo is less
central, and Lmrmﬁ [G1s Uo&.:mw member of the pi category.

|, J— » e

= - L

- Asreported in 21 (X 1S & A ] S5 (A0 R R 55 ) 3 IF , 1979:324) that

__M“AMNVWW:MNHELMMWMEQ &A/memwwmkw:%ﬁ: *

In Talwan Mandarin, tiao 5% rather than zhi X is more commonly used for
=]
gefk.
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