
III. Circle all the correct Chinese translations for the following sen· 
tences: 

(C=Chinese native speakers; E=first-year Chinese students) 

15. Got milk? 

a. You niunai rna? C: 80% E: 81.25% 
have milk Yes-No Question 

b. Ni you niunai rna? C: 100% E: 93.75% 
you have milk Yes-No Question 

c. Wo you niunai rna? C: 10% E: 18.75% 
I have milk Yes-No Question 

d. Women you niunai rna? C: 30% E: 43.75% 
we have milk Yes-No Question 

e. Ta you niunai rna? CO E: 43.75% 
he have milk Yes-No Question 

16. Don't know. 

a. Bu zhidao. C: 100% E: 81.25% 

not know 
b. Ta bu zhidao. C:O E: 31.25% 

he not know 
c. Wo bu zhidao. C: 100% E: 100% 

I not know 
d. Ni bu zhidao C:O E: 18.75% 

you not know 

17. Be right back. 

a. Wornashang huilai. C: 100% E: 100% 
I right.away come.back 

b. Ni mashang hnilai. C:20% E: 18.75% 
you right.away come. back 

c. Tamen rnashang huilai. C:O E: 25% 
they right.away come.back 
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A Cognition-based Study of 
Xl( (shuiing), X<t (dul), iiiJ (fit) and ~ (tao) 

Sara Rovira-Esteva 
Autonomous University of Barcelona 

Abstract: This paper presents a cognition-based slndy of four Chinese meas­
ure words, namely, !\J( (shuang), xt (dul), IIJ (fo) and ~ (tiw), carried out 
within the theoretical framework of cognitive linguistics, which has proved to 
offer a much more comprehensive approach to tbe study of Chinese linguistic 
categories than traditional approaches. By constructing a prototype theory of 
these four categories, the author attempts to: 1) show their distribution with 
respect to the noun classes they select; 2) explain the limits of these categories 
and their overlapping; 3) identify central, natural extension, and metaphorical 
extension members - and within each group the prototypes and the more pe­
ripheral members; 4) explain their internal coherence in terms of the family 
resemblance principle; and 5) shed some light on the influence of Chinese 
cultural models on the Chinese classification system and, specifically, on their 
role in the creation of these four categories. We believe our findings will be 
helpful to foreign students learning to use these four measure words. 

..:*~~~&.~~~.~(!\J(.xt.~.~)~W~§ti.*w 
~B<.J¥litJj3!.lL.Tv.3;Q.~,*,J'lI!i~:<-:.tIH\g.:iifi1JJt~~.i~.~fI1Il1i1¥B<.JJili:lJ!I 
J'lI!i~B<.J-giJ.lL., ff'wiE:00. i:I:, T3iUj])JfiW~£i!l~: -. *,7F5tllG:<-:. itffl, JJ' 
~PjjJ~.!3~~®;g;i~mllG. =. i.ltIl}jJ3:®.~fI1Il1i1¥B<.JJ'HIU'd'l~li'%~IIIf~. =:. 
i7l!ilu 'P'L.' ~. § rMt*~;fQ b~~ilir:lt*B<.JpJ/;ff\ (*~~mljzl*J a<.JJili:lJ!IpJ/;ff\;fQ 
j1~ [jj]pJ/;ff\ *:l<7F:±l *). ~. ,*:IiIli!ZJl*tI'I1J!.(tl: ~ Jili:!J.!uf!if!fffl1ll1i1¥ I*J i± ~a1Jj'I1:. 
11. • .Iil[7F 9" 00 ~ 1.t;jlti'\;xt.~5t~iIlu1J'[~!i ii(o], ¥-.f!ilu:llkxt JJt~ ~.i"l* pJ/; 
~!iii(o]. 

Introdnction 

The seminal works of Tai and Wang (1990) and later Tai and Chao (1994), 
which study the classifiers ~ (tido) and 5* (zhang) respectively within the 
framework of cognitive lingnistics, represent a step forward compared to previ­
ous studies of the Chinese classification system. Their research not only focused 
on these two classifiers themselves, but also analyzed their relationships in terms 
of distribution with other shape-based classifiers from the same cognitive family, 
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Le., used for similar entities.' 

Convinced of the potential contribution of approaches like theirs to the 
teaching of Chinese measure words and impelled by the need to conduct further 
research of this kind to analyse the cognitive basis of the Chinese classification 
system, I offer in this paper a cognitive study that looks into the semantic struc­
tures of four Chinese measure words, namely J\i( (shuiing), X>:l' (dul), /ii1J 1jU) 
and 'i (tew). 

These four measure words were chosen for the following reasons: a) high fre­
quency (according to «i:£i~7.k-'fi.ifJ~[~iJC'¥~~::kjlxr)) [1992] they are among 
the 2,000 most frequently used words in Mandarin Chinese); b) most authors in­
clude them within the group of collective measure words (although some con­
sider /ii1J to be an individual measure word); c) often one measure word entry 
addresses one of the others, which transmits the mistaken idea that they are al­
ways interchangeable; and d) after an extensive review of reference books, I dis­
covered contradictory information as far as collocation was concerned for these 
measure words. 

By applying a prototype theory to these four categories of measure words, I shall 
attempt to illustrate their distribution regarding the nouns with which they can collo­
cate; mark out the limits and overlapping of these categories to establish the central, 
natural extension, and metaphorical extension members for each; explain their inter­
nal coherence according to the family resemblance principle; and, last but not least, 
shed some light on the possible influence of cultural and social models as they were 
being created. 

This study was conducted according to the following methodology: 

- I created a list of all the occurrences of different nouns with these four 

1 I have used the term classifier here to respect the terminology used in their studies, Nevertheless, I do not 
agree that a distinction should be made between classifiers and measure words, so hereafter I will use the 
term measure word for all instances. It is not my purpose to discuss this issue here, but it should be noted that 
these authors do not apply prototype theory when it comes to descrtbing Chinese grammatical categories. As I 
will show in this paper - and as Tai & Wang (1990:39) end up acknowledging - no clear-cut line can be drawn 
between the categorizing and quantifying functions, rather it is a question of degree and subject to context: for 
a sock, for example, is the property of being used in pairs permanent or temporary? Furthermore, conditioning 
the description of Chinese language categories to the existence or not of counterpart categories in other lan­
guages, from my point of view, is not a good enough criterion to claim for a distinction. English, although not a 
classifying language, does have words that are very similar both in meaning and function. 
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measure words from an extensive collection of word lists, dictionaries and 
grammar books as source material? Data from these sources were mainly drawn 
by looking up measure words and checking their collocation with nouns. 

- In accordance with Rosch's (1978) definition of prototypes as being those 
members easiest to recognise and most representative, the prototypes for each 
category were established according to their number of occurrences. Prototypes 
work as a model or cognitive reference point and are those members that share 
the most features with the rest of the category members. In this article they are 
identified with an asterisk. 

- In order to explain the principle of category formation and its subsequent 
evolution, I took etymology as my starting point, taking historic evolution into 
account whenever there were data available. 

- All the nouns in each of the four categories were classified as central, natu­
ral extension or metaphorical extension members. Central members are those that 
probably paved the way for the creation of the category, with natural extension 
members pertaining to the category because of their resemblance to central mem­
bers, while metaphorical extension members entered the category as a result of 
an imagined resemblance. 

1. A prototype theory for the measure word J\i( (shuiing) 

Most modern Chinese dictionaries define J\i( as )(1 'pair' and/or jJJJ (liiing) 
'two', and scholars say it can categorize things or people forming a pair. Accord­
ing to the ancient dictionary «i~JtM'¥)), this character - originally written 
~ - represented a hand (X.) catching two birds (i'E) and simply meant 'two 
birds'. In the modern simplified form it is replaced by a pair of hands (J\i(), keep­
ing the idea of two. 

According to Hong's (2000:218) research, the use of J\i( as a classifier can 
be found in pre-Qin texts. Historical data documented by Liu (1965:198) reveal 
that as early as in the Han dynasty, this 'integrated quantification' (the idea of 
two birds in one character) had already subdivided and J\i( appeared co-occurring 
with entities different from Elr (niiio) 'bird', retaining only its numerical value. 
By the time of the Northern and Southern dynasties (A.D. 420-588), although its 

2 This source material is one among 24 items included in the "sources of data" listed after the references. 
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co-occurrence with "bird" was still quite common, it had already lost its etymo­
logical link with niao and its use had become more generalised. Liu also points 
out that its use was qnite free, co-occurring both with entities grouped in pairs 
provisionally (thus functioning more as a numeral) and with entities necessarily 

I used in pairs. He argues that later on, except for those entities that exist naturally 
in pairs, xt has progressively taken the place of 5\!<., but Hong (2000:332) dis­
agrees and affirms that, according to her data, at least up until the Tang 
(A.D.618-907), the Five Dynasties (A.D.907-960) and the Ten Kingdoms 
(A.D.907-979), there is no clear distinction between them. 

1.1. Central members of 5\!<. (shuiing) 

According to historical data, as early as the Han (B.C.206- A.D.220) dynasty, 
this measure word was used independently of the meaning of "bird" and it clearly 
referred to a pair of things. The two things we have most immediately within our 
reach are our own hands (a metaphor linguistically reinforced by the simplified 
character form of this measure word). Therefore, I consider the central members 
of the 5\!<. category to be those nouns tl,at refer to synlffietrical body parts, such as 
extremities, organs and appendages (mostly symmetrical regarding a central axis), 
such as: -'IL (b(k6ng) 'nostril', @iJ%'*3 (chibang) 'wing', Ill!!! j§ (chujiao) 
'antenna', :EI=;!R* (erduo) 'ear', EiiiJW (gebo) 'arm', }ijiJ%' (jiiinbiing) 'shoulder', 
E*P* (jiao) 'foot', j§ (jiiio) 'hom', )§=§* (meimao) 'eyebrow', iiF1'- (m6uzi) 
'pupil of the eye', 'f* (shau) 'hand', IJi! (tuf) 'leg', JWJlR (x/gai) 'knee', §l'l!lf 
* (yanjing) 'eye' and Jl\ 1'- (zhuazi) 'claw'. 

Prototypical members all represent important body parts playing a crucial 
role in our interaction with the world (including movement and most of the basic 
senses) and in face-to-face interpersonal communication. 

1.2. Natural extension members of 5\!<. (shuiing) 

I have subdivided natural extension members into three distinctive but hier­
archicallyequal groups. 

1.2.1. Pieces of clothing worn in pairs on the body parts considered central 

3 As I mentioned in the Introduction, the asterisk identifies prototype members within each category. 
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members.4 As we can see from the following examples, these pieces can be 
identical or symmetrical regarding a central axis: :EI=:lf* (erhuan) 'earring', J'P 
!IJii (huwan) 'wristband', J'P JW (hilxf) 'knee band', *~ (milxi) 'clog', 'f'i'* 
(shautao) 'glove', 'i'~ (tclOxiej 'galosh', 'i'1Bl (taoxiu) 'oversleeve', 1*1'-* 
(wazi) 'sock', ~* (xiej 'shoe', U,* (xiedai) 'shoelace', 1Bl1'- (xiuzi) 'sleeve' 
and ¥it (xue) 'boot'. 

1.2.2. Two different people bound by kinship ties, thus forming a conceptual 
unit. The list is limited to: JL:9: (emil) 'son and daughter' and x:.HJ: !jumu) 
'father and mother' . 

1.2.3. Two identical objects that are used together and that are of some 
socia-cultural importance. In this subcategory we find: B:!!lt (btii bi) 'white jade 
bi', i*1'-* (kuaizi) 'chopstick' and :Ell- (yu d6u) 'jade dou'. In the case of B 
:!!It and :Ell-, Chinese informants have not been able to explain why these are 
categorized in pairs, so I assume their use is quite archaic.' 

1.3. Category coherence 

Both the traditional (~) and the simplified form (5\!<.) of this measure word 
show two identical things (two birds and two hands, respectively). Supported by 
historical data, I argue that the cognitive basis of this measure word is clearly a 
pair of things, in principle, identical. Since our hands are so crucial for our inter­
action with the world and are immediately visible to our eyes, we can consider 
"hand" the prototypical central member and extend the category to those nouns 
sharing the features of being two in number and body parts at the same time. 
Natural extension members developed into three distinctive directions, depending 
on which features are cognitively prioritised. First, we have the group of objects 
and pieces of clothing that are cognitively associated with central members be­
cause of both physical contiguity and shape. Second, there is the subgroup of ob­
jects that for socia-cultural reasons have been used in pairs. Third, we find the 
subgroup including the father-mother and son-daughter pairs. These can be asso­
ciated not only with the concept of pair; they are also physically very close to us 

4 This sub-extension possibly originates from the conceptual metaphor "the world is the human body." 
5 As a matter of fact, the author has only seen these co-occurrences in examples annotated by Liu 
(1965:198) that date from the Han dynasty (B.C.206-A.D.220). This might be the same source used by those 
scholars who gave these nouns as prototypes for this category without mentioning their use is an anachro­
nism. 
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as they are from our flesh and blood. This might explain why they can be catego­
rized with Xl(, while other people pairs cannot. It is worth noting that this meas­
nre word category has not developed any metaphorical extension. 

Finally, I would like to emphasise the importance of function in the creation 
of this third category. Body parts, objects and people categorized with Xl( must 
usually be in pairs to be functionally effective, which lexically implies that if an 
entity usually categorized with Xl( appears as an individual entity, the measure 
word used is often.R (zhZ), which in its traditional writing (~) represents a hand 
C~) grasping a bird (it). 

2. A prototype theory for the measure word){1 (dul) 

In most dictionaries the x1 entry references the Xl( entry (often in a recur­
sive way). Scholars agree it is used for pairs of things, animals, or people, some­
how opposite, however the etymology of this character is not certain. When the 
original form (lM) was simplified in the People's Republic of China, the left side 
was replaced by a right hand OZ.), while the right side, representing a thumb ('1'), 
remained the same. According to Hong (2000:334), the appearance of this meas­
ure word dates from the Tang Dynasty. As I have previously mentioned, although 
Liu (1965:200) explains that at some stage in history it substituted for Xl( in 
those instances of entities that did not exist naturally in pairs, Hong (2000:332) 
casts some doubts on this affirmation, arguing that at least during the Tang and 
Five Dynasties their semantic field overlapped. This measure word has a verbal 
origin meaning to reply, to face, to compare, to treat, to match, etc. All these 
meanings can be associated with the image of two people, one in front of the 
other, between whom there is a sort of dialogue, opposition, or some kind of 
complementary relationship. 

2.1. Central members of ){1 (dul) 

Since I have no historical data to rely on, I propose taking )(1's verbal 
meaning as a departing point for the category formation. The group of central 
members is thus made up of nouns referring to people having a given relationship 
between them, either kinship-based or socially based, such as: 1¥f§ (banlil) 
'companion', *t~ (diidang) 'partner', HH<A. (e'ren) 'villain', )L:f(* (ernil) 
'son and daughter', 5\:JEI* (fUjU) 'husband and wife', 5\:j!l:* (jiiqD 'husband and 
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wife', :J('T (fUzl) 'father and son', m3>' (hu6Mo) 'buffoon', 1:t1~ (jiii'au) 
'happily married couple', ~.EI.!9Ji: (jiemei) 'elder and younger sisters', :[!;:A. (/ian­

ren) 'lover', * 1: JL #l (ludnsheng xiongdl) 'twin brothers', 'JJJ::f( (mi1nil) 
'mother and daughter', ~:f( (ndnnil) 'man and woman', JlJl17: (pengyou) 
'friend', ~ ~rr, (p6xt) 'mother-in-law and daughter-in-law', fll' {§ (q[nglil) 
'sweetheart', 't. A. (q[ngren) 'lover', m17: (q[yau) 'chess friend', Xl(,w,B& 
(shuiingbiiotiii) 'twins', ~1¥ (witbcm) 'dancing partner', ¥Ii A. (x'inren) 'bride 
and bridegroom', JL#l (xiongdi) 'elder and younger brothers', JlIi'f- (xuanshau) 
'selected athlete', %~ (yuiinjia) 'enemy' and !?$!9Ji:{t (Zlmeihuii) 'two sisters'. 

2.2. Natural extension members of ){1 (dul) 

Natural extension members are further divided into three subgroups. 

2.2.1. An animal pair that lives together or is seen together, such as: lF~~ 
(iinchun) 'quail', ~Iji. (chan) 'cicada', '6 ~ (foiniao) 'bird', *~ (daxiang) 
'elephant', il!!l'T* (gezz) 'pigeon', ~ (he) 'crane', !I!i\IlrJill,t* (hUdiej 'butterfly', 
)(J¥, (jD 'chicken', 1i£iB (j'inyu) 'goldfish', JL1Ii (kangque) 'peacock', Po (ma) 
'horse', !i1!lJ1/rF (mazha) 'locust', 4' (niu) 'cow', !I!W!I!!:[ (q'ingt[ng) 'dragonfly', 
~11~ (m[h6u) 'macaque', :% 'T (tuzi) 'rabbit', !Iff (xiii) 'shrimp', 15m (laohi1) 
'tiger', ilnli (xi6ngmiio) 'panda', ~Il'~ (xlque) 'magpie', lI!B~ (y'ingwUJ 
'parrot', ~1it (yuiinyang) 'mandarin duck' and !,((~~ (zMgii) 'partridge'. 

2.2.2. Symmetrical body parts (in most cases they are so regarding a central 
axis). For example, ~ (do) 'pincer', Jif!,!%'* (chiMng) 'wing', 1Ii!I!~jj( (chi1xii) 
'cirrus', :Ej:5k* (erduo) 'ear', iltm (jabian) 'pigtail', ~1L (giiowdn) 'testicle', 
m (jiao) 'horn', H!~ * (jiao) 'foot', Jil!j ~ (jii1w6) 'dimple', 1m tI' (lur6ng) 
'pilose antler', mi =E. * (meimao) 'eyebrow', ~~ (qudntou) 'fist', ~LJ% 

(riifdng) 'breast', WrIi'T (t[zi) 'hoof', BilJBIIl (xiongpu) 'chest', ~1[1lW* (yanjing) 
'eye' and Jf\.'T (zhuiizz) 'claw'. 

2.2.3. Objects that are usually used in pairs regardless of whether they are 
identical or not. This subcategory contains members such as: ;jif'T (beizi) 
'glass', tfItlC* (chiinlidn) 'spring festival scroll', ~ltl\* (diancht) 'battery', It 
];f* (erhudn) 'earring', :l'il (hU) 'pot', 1:tJ1!i* (huiip[ng) 'vase', ~ (jiang) 'oar', 
ttl!;:!!§[ (jiezhi) 'finger ring', f[XJ;:g (giingbl) 'fountain pen', 'f-* (shaubiao) 
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'watch', n:J;,t (mendun) 'block supporting the axle of a door', tJ!:&* (shiifii) 
'sofa', ;pfrjFF (shi shfzl) 'stone lion', ;p Jlj (shimo) 'millstone', ~tiP (shou­

shi) 'jewelery', ¥m* (shouzhu6) 'bracelet', 7Ui1l (shuztong) 'bucket', ~:ffil 
(tewxiu) 'oversleeve', 1*"1"* (wazi) 'sock', :ffil):] (xiukou) 'cuff of a sleeve', fiD' 
"I" (yzzl) 'chair', 3i~ (yunii'io) 'jade bird', ;f:trjJ (zhiinjfn) 'pillow cover' and 
tt!k* (zhiintou) 'pillow', 

Io this group we find some members that seem surprising to the foreign stu­
dent of Chinese, for example, ¥t-lll, ;P~)~'f, fiD''f and 1tM. Foreign students 
of the language need to learn more about the historical and cultural background 
of Chinese society to understand why these entities are categorized in pairs. The 
deep-rooted belief in Chinese cnlture that even numbers, especially the number 
two, are more perfect or complete could explain why this measure word collo­
cates with so many entities. 

2.3. Metaphorical extension members of X1 (duO 

To date I have only found one member, TJW (maodun) 'contradiction' (lit­
erally meaning "spear" and "shield"). It is different from natural extension mem­
bers in one important respect: "spear" and "shield" are neither similar objects nor 
symmetrical as regards a central axis. For this reason, I suggest that these nouns 
might have joined the category in resemblance to the central members' concep­
tual basis of opposition between two entities. Worth noting is the exceptional fact 
that -X1T)fr (yl dul mdodiin), when used metaphorically, refers to a single en­
tity not to a pair. 

2.4. Category coherence 

As we have seen from its verbal origin, the cognitive basis of X1 is two 
nouns referring to pairs of discrete and complementary entities (naturally, func­
tionally or on an idealised basis). Central members of the category are nouns re­
ferring to pairs of people between whom there is a given relationship based on 
kinship (j}J:::tq, sexuality ctll'fg), common activity (:1ilI'#) , or opposite interests 

(~~\} 

Natural extension members are further subdivided into three groups. The first 
of these is animal pairs, humanised through a conceptual metaphor to which so­
cial human values are attributed. Io short, the use of X'J' with animals is the re-
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suIt of an idealised model that assumes that two animals seen together are by de­
fault of the opposite sex and form a couple, which might be true in some cases 
(for example, mandarin ducks) but not in others, I believe that the wealth of sym­
bolism, myths and legendary stories in Chinese culture inVOlving animal pairs 
(for instance, the love story between Zhu Yingtai and Liang Shanbo, who later 
transformed into butterflies) reinforce this conceptual metaphor. Io the second 
subgroup we find symmetrical body parts, possible association lines with central 
members being the nnmber two and the feature of symmetry or opposition. The 
third group is for objects that are used in pairs, either because otherwise they are 
useless or because traditionally they have been used this way. The member in 
metaphorical exteusion (T JW) originated from the idea that spear and shield are 
used to fight, one against the other. This meaning was later metaphorically ex­
tended to meau "contradiction". 

3. A prototype theory for the measure word lil~ (jU) 

Reference books explain that ili~ collocates with things or people that form a 
pair or a group. « i$i)cf!lj[op» explains that this character was a verb meaning to 
divide something with a knife. This original meaning has been lost but the char­
acter has retained the idea of subdivision and secondary. Its use as a measure 
word seems to pick up this idea to refer to a nnmber of entities that had originally 
been phYSically together and were later scattered because of the action of a knife. 
According to Liu's (1965:209) records, this measure word was rarely used before 
the Northern and Southern Dynasties, a period that witnessed its rise, when it was 
used both for pairs and for a group of eutities forming a collection or set. 

3.1. Central members of lil~ (jU) 

From this character's etymology, I understand that as a measure word it is 
used to designate two Or more separate objects combined to form a functional 
whole. Since categories tend to become more complex with the inclusion of new 
members, I will consider two things (usually identical) meant to be used together 
to be the central members. For example: ~i'ttl * (dianchf) 'battery', X1!f:J(* 
(duilidn) 'couplet', 

6 
Jj::Ef* (lfrhuan) 'earring', Jj:~ (erzhul) 'eardrop', mtt 

(guiiizhang) 'walking-stick', !fMl (gu6tu'f) 'legging', jp:Ej: (hu'er) 'earmuffs', 

6'il'1IX (chOnlian), which can be considered a hyponym of 3\>J1IX, can also collocate with X1. I presume ca­
cophony is the reason why -X1X1'1IX (yT dui duilian) is not found as a possible COo{)ccurrence in the litera­
ture. 
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:Jf' Ihl! (hutul) 'leg guard', :Jf'1ll (hCtxl) 'knee pad', r#i'T* (kuaizi) 'chopstick', 
m'T (kuiingzi) 'basket', :9:~fjJt!R* (pfngpiing qiubiin) 'ping-pong paddle', P./{ 
lB* (qiupiii) 'racket', ~~ (qudntou) 'fist', -'¥'i'* (shOutao) 'glove', -'¥~* 
(shOuzhu6) 'bracelet', 7.k111 (shu/tong) 'bucket', 'i'tfii' (taoku) 'legging', 'i'tBl 
(taoxiu) 'oversleeve', 1~'ffi' (xiedai) 'shoelace' and fBl'T (xiuzi) 'sleeve'. 

Foreign students learning Chinese who do not know that Chinese people 
have traditionally carried things on a pole will feel surprised to see that 7.kti'll 
and m'T (just to give a couple of examples) are also categorized in pairs. There 
are many members in this category overlapping with other measure word catego­
ries. For example, 1t1tE., It);!:, ~~, -'¥~, 7.kti'ri and 'i'tBl can also collocate 
with M; and iFill, ~'T, -'¥'i', fi'ffi' and tBl'T can also collocate with 3\!l. 

3.2. Natural extension members of il'iiJ (jU) 

3.2.1. These are entities with two parts in some way linked so that they stand 
opposite one another forming a symmetrical pair. The linkage is sometimes at an 
end point so that the two parts form a U- or V-shaped object. For example: Wt&. 
(chudngbiin) 'bed board', W ~ (chudngjia) 'bedstead', ~ l1'lC * (chiinlidn) 
'spring festival scroll', J'El~* (diinjia) 'stretcher', J'El'T (danzi) 'carrying pole 
plus load', It tJ1 (erjl) 'earphone', tc'it (gangling) 'barbell', 1f ~!lig 'T 
(gutou jiazi) 'skeleton', 1I3tZi: (jiaja) 'wig', m 1m (jiiinbiing) 'shoulder', ij!Plf 
(jiiiolii'lo) 'foot shackle', ftJ (jiao) 'hom', ;jj)U4!j)j (jiasuoj 'cangue', 1I3t?f (jiiiyd) 
'denture', f5i:~ (jiaojia) 'gallows', ~tt (lizhi'lng) 'plow', mfR (pubiin) 'bed 
board', -'¥~ (shOuki'lo) 'handcuff', Q.!Tit~ (tfngzMnqi) 'stethoscope', ~i!iIl¥ 
(xiongzhi'lo) 'bra', §IHll:* (yanjing) 'glasses' and nR 15 (zMtdi) 'candlestick'. 
All these objects are made of different parts which are integrated or combined to 
fulfill a common goal or to carry out a certain function.' 

3.2.2. A collection of discrete and different objects forming a cognitive or 
functional unity. Some of the possible members are: i>H#i (beikuai) 'cup and 
chopsticks', ~~ (b1dru) 'bedding', 7J X. (diiochii) 'knife and fork', 1f"J¥ 
(diaogiin) 'fishing rod', ~::& (dongyf) 'winter clothes', \i1'I\'''''' (duju) 'gambling 
paraphernalia', J+ 5'1:»~ * (piikepdi) 'playing card', ;\),11; * (qf) 'chess', I'!f t1il 

7 It is probably because iiilJ can co-occur with these kinds of nouns that some authors consider it an indi­

vidual measure word. 
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(shOushi) 'jewelery', liJii~ (wankuai) 'bowl and chopsticks', ftt~ (wuzhuiing) 
'military equipment', 'llfnR (xiiingzM) 'joss stick and candle', r 7.k (xiashui) 
'animal viscera', JflJ"'" (xingju) 'instruments of torture', ::&~~* (yifu) 'clothing', 
i'!ll."'" (yuju) 'fishing gear', is [XX] (yuwang) 'fishnet' and ~'ff (zhuiinglidn) 
'trousseau'. In the case of JflJ"'" and @""', il'iiJ is interchangeable with 'i'. 

3.2.3. A group of ingredients which are mixed up and brewed together to 
treat a given illness in traditional Chinese medicine. Among the possible mem­
bers we find r3.Jlffi" (tiingyao) 'decoction' and cPlffi"* (zhongyao) 'Chinese medi­
cine'. 

3.3. Metaphorical extension members of il'iIJ (jU) 

3.3.1. Abstract nouns related to abilities or skills. Abilities are cognitively 
perceived as being a group of qualities or aptitudes. Instances of this subcategory 
are: *@[* (benlfng) 'skill', llJjz ufji (geh6u) 'singing voice', ~ 'T * (sangzi) 

'voice', ~;f.1 (shencdi) 'stature', ¥ @: (shOuduan) 'measure', 1* j; (tm) 
'physical strength', Hl!!j; (tull!) 'strength of the legs', §i'/'f (ydnyu) 'speech' 
and ¥ (zi) 'character'. *@l can also co-occur with 'i'. 

3.3.2. Nouns related to physical aspect, manners, look, attitude or mood. 
When we are infuriated, sad, happy or frightened we usually express what we 
feel through body language, especially facial expressions: opening our eyes, 
frowning, contracting the facial muscles, biting our lips, uttering sounds, etc. One 
of them alone is not enough to know what is going on but we need to analyse the 
whole picture to be able to tell. In short, these are all perceived as a gestalt 
Members of this group are: :ll<:flr* (biaoqing) 'expression', jT:J7j (daban) 'dress 
up', ~~ (jiash!) 'manner', omt!fl (jfngsMn) 'spirit', nft* (Win) 'face', liflL * 
(miankong) 'face', :@:* (r6ng) 'appearance', t!fl"1: (sMnqi) 'expression', t!fl'~fj' 

(sMnqing) 'look', t!fl~ (sMnse) 'expression', t!fl~ (sMntail 'manner', 1'1'1 
(xiang) 'appearance', 1'§~ (xiangmao) 'facial features', 'L'Jlh (xfnchting) 'state 
of mind', ~'T* (yangzi) 'look', 'iii~ (zfshi) 'posture' and IIjtIj nft (zurtian) 
'features' .8 

8 Although this list includes only isolated nouns, they are often preceded by a modifying phrase that can only 
be preceded by the numeral - (yD. For instance: fi/i1!;ffJ¥f'r (dey; de yimgzi) 'complacent look', ,/§!t~ 

&l (guai x;angmao) 'a grimace', *illliiiffJiliHL (he'ai de miank6ng) 'a kind face', iliHlli:ffJ1"'''' Oiiio'ao de 
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3.4. Category coherence 

iliiJ also has a verbal origin. The starting point for the creation of this cate­
gory is that of disperse entities that make up a whole or a functional unit. Its cog­
nitive basis is, therefore, that of a plurality of entities bound together by a com­
mon goal. Central members are entities worn on symmetrical body parts (m;ft, 
jf:ej:) or used in pairs for practical, cultural, or social reasons (MJIl(, BJ{:I~). 

Within natural extension members we find a quite peculiar subcategory, 
namely, that including objects that are made of different parts but that form a 
whole. They resemble central members in that their shape (as far as symmetry is 
concerned) is fundamental in their categorization, since if we divide them from 
the real or imagined central axis we obtain two equal parts, for example, !Iii!J%', 
1fI.~, :ej:m, iN?f, §)(~, PJr*~ and H~~ (note that many of these are 
U-shaped). The rest of the natural extension members refer to a number of enti­
ties, either identical or different, that make up a functional set (for instance, it[J!, 
and t9;tf). Traditional Chinese medicine is different from this group in that in 
pharmaceutical formulations, different parts (ingredients) eventually get mixed in 
such a way that their appearance changes and sometimes canuot be further rec­
ognized nor differentiated from the others. 

Finally, we have metaphorical extension members subdivided into nouns re­
ferring to physical and mental abilities or skills, on the one hand, and nouns re­
ferring to body or face language, on the other. In both cases we are dealing with a 
group of qualities or features seen as a whole. 

4. A prototype theory for the measure word 'i' (tilO) 

In the specialised literature, we find that "i' collocates with similar entities 
forming a unit or group. It is the only measure word in our study that clearly has 
a nominal origin. It is made up of the characters jc, (da) 'big' and -I£: (chang) 
'long' to transmit the idea of something slightly bigger that is able to envelop 
another, thus meaning cover, case, or sheath. Careful examination of the etymol­
ogy of 'i' indicates that, as a measure word, it can be used to gather smaller en­
tities together under the same conceptual roof that unifies them functionally. 

shenqi) 'cocky expression', ~iIDJL (long miimk6ng) 'cold aspect', FPlii"J*'!'If (yansu de biaoqing) 

'severe expression'. 
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4.1. Central members of 'i' (telO) 

Although the entities grouped together by this measure word are different 
one from another, they all share a common goal or function. For example: :WIT* 
(banzi) 'squad', 1fT (bazi) 'glass', ~* (biimzhuiing) 'everyday dress', ;(jJ 
~ (bujlng) 'scene', ~Ji!, (canju) 'tableware', :;fJi!,* (chaju) 'tea service', Pill 
Jt(chiingpian) 'disc' , :!J;:Ji!, (chulju) 'cooking utensils', Br Ji!, (chuju) 'cooking 
utensils', ~~ (ciqi) 'chinaware', .M.4&* (c6ngshii) 'a series of books', if'.5t;m 
(danyudnfdng) 'apartment', ilJ'f Ji§. *]f (fdngdilO zhuangzhi) 'installation to 
guard against theft', mrS] (fdngjian) 'room', mi"* (fdngzi) 'house', ~~* 
(fuzhuang) 'costume', I Ji!, (gongju) 'tool', ill!J (hua) 'painting', ill!J Jt 
(huapiim) 'picture', ~OO (huitu) 'drawing', ~i* (jiahuo) 'implement', ~Ji!, 
* (jiaju) 'furniture', mrtif (jianblng) 'pancake', ~i'-t (jiilOCdi) 'teaching mate­
rial', ~Ji!, (jiaoju) 'teaching aids', ~D2"""Ir (jinianpfn) 'souvenir', fJL~ (jfqi) 

'machinery', ~:t::& (jiushengyi) 'life jacket', Ji5U * (juben) 'play', i* * 
(keben) 'textbook', i@1J'tJ( (iu6gu) 'gong and drum', 1bJi!, (maju) 'horse riding 
gear', ~Ji!, (muju) 'mould', ;&Ji!, (n6ngju) 'farm implements', ~i'-t (qicdi) 

'equipment', i:tlIT* (quzi) 'melody', A1b * (renma) 'troops', tJ;;&* (shafa) 

'sofa', 111: ~* (shebei) 'facility', miWR (shiti) 'test question', 00 Jt (tapian) 

'photograph', m!; (wanyi) 'toy', liliillll1. (wanzhiin) 'dishes', )( ~ (wenji) 

'collected works', )(:i2!i (wenxuiin) 'anthology', iffi ~~ (xifU) 'Western-style 
clothes', !fUJi!, (x(ngju) 'instrument of torture, *~ (yueqi) 'musical instru­
ment', iffi* (xfzhuang) 'business suit', ::&~~ * (yifu) 'clothing', i)(~ (y(qi) 

'apparatus', ~~ ~ * (y6upiilO) 'stamp', it[ Ji!, (yuju) 'fishing gear', *]f 
(zhuangzhi) 'installation', *;fi!tr (zhuoyi) 'table and chair' and '8t ili4 (zlliao) 
'data', 

4.2. Metaphorical extension members of "i' (tao) 

4.2.1 Abstract nouns related to different ways of thinking, behaving, or or­
ganising social life that form a coherent set, such as: jJ.~* (banfa) 'solution', 
*@i (benlfng) 'skill', *~m (biaozhun) 'criterion', *m§ (diiie) 'strategy', IT 
~ (dafa) 'way of playing (a game)', i!!:FJf!. (diioli) 'reason', ~1Mi1¥~ (dian­

nao chengshi) 'computer program', 1J'1t (fangfa) 'method', t.ffi l\1 (gulf an) 

'criterion', t.ffi~E (gulju) 'rule', J:.ffiI)!U (gufze) 'regulation', ~it (guiji) 'trick', 



f: 

I' 
il 
I' 

~ 

Sara Rovira-Esteva 
54 

tM1J (jigou) 'structure', i+:I<.iJ (j!hua) 'plan', i3:1PJJ (jUiang) 'intrigue', KiJhL 
(jfngyan) 'experience', 1t* (j!shU) 'technique', :Em it (raun) 'theory', :Em EI3 
(lfy6u) 'reason', ~,,'(; (quansh!) 'martial-arts posture', ¥i:E (shOuja) 'skill', 
in¥! (shuoja) 'formulation', N.:;:\; (y(sh!) 'ritual', lUlil (zhiingcheng) 'statute', 
1'&7\<:: (zhilnshu) 'tactics', tIlljJ3t* (zhldu) 'system', 11=)5<\ (zuojeng) 'style', ~£l~P, 
(zuzhf) 'setup'. 

4.2.2. Group of words said in an argument with a given purpose (usually 
carrying a derogatory connotation) such as ;ki.':5 (dahua) 'big talk', J:!iti.':5 (jei­

hua) 'nonsense', tiltt;5* (huanghua) 'lie', iJlt~ (huangyan) 'falsehood', :;§:9: 
i.':5 (keqihua) 'words of courtesy', '5':i':5 (konghua) 'idle talk', #JjtA. i.':5 (pian­

renhua) 'deceiving talk' and Mit; (ziinghua) 'obscenity'. 

4.3. Category coherence 

i; is the only one of the four measure words in this study having a nominal 
origin. It implies some sort of conceptual wrapping, i.e., a common or shared 
goal is what gives cohesion to a series of discrete and different objects that work 
as a functional unit. The resulting group enjoys a high degree of cohesion since 
the sum of the different entities is not perceived as an aggregate anymore but as a 
single entity9 Most central members are nouns that already convey the idea of 
plurality (~fl-, '\\t'iii-, )(~). This category does not have natural extension 
members but does have metaphorical extension members which usually refer to a 
set of prinCiples or rules bound together as a single unit in a systematised and 
rational way to contribute to achieve a given purpose (:f}i'";!;;, fljljJ3t). Last, there is 
a subgroup referring to a string of words dealt with together because they make 

sense as a whole ('5':i.':5, iJlti.t). 

5. Distribution of the four measure words with respect to the noun classes 

they select 

The prototype theory I have constructed in the first half of this paper has al­
lowed me to draw a clearer picture of how these four complex categories are in­
ternally organized and how particular entities have entered the system. Nonethe­
less, since memorizing all those examples might be too time-consuming for stu-

9 Maybe this is why in some reference books, such as «lljH~lJ(.*7)-~i."lJ!ll,» (1998). it is considered an 

individual measure word. 
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dents, we should find a way to provide them with more abstract information to 
help them to establish a pattern they can easily apply to categorize new entities. I 
assume that native speakers have such schematic knowledge for each category 
which allows them to include new entities into the system out of awareness. This 
is the kind of information one can sometimes find in specialized literature, but in 
my experience the information available is mostly partial and insufficient. 

In order to provide insight into the salient perceptual or functional properties 
which serve as a condition for categorizing nouns with any of the four measure 
words studied in this paper, I have taken the examples listed and grouped them 
by descriptive items. I believe these four categories will be much easier to grasp 
for foreign students leaming Chinese if summarized in the following way. 

Xl( can co-occur with nouns denoting: 
a) Kinship relationships. 
b) Symmetrical body parts. 
c) Pairs of clothes or accessories worn on symmetrical body parts. 
d) Identical objects that have been traditionally used in pairs in Chinese culture. 

)(t can co-occur with nouns denoting: 
a) Kinship relationships. 
b) Social relationships. 
c) Animals in pairs. 
d) Symmetrical body parts. 
e) Pairs of clothes or accessories worn on symmetrical body parts. 
i) Identical objects that are often used in pairs in Chinese culture. 
g) An abstract noun (contradiction). 

i'i'IiJ can co-occur with nouns denoting: 
a) Objects used in pairs forming a cognitive and functional whole. 
b) Objects or body parts symmetrical with respect to a central axis, made of two 
parts linked together or U-shaped. 
c) Definite or indefinite number of discrete entities forming a functional 
self-contained unit. 
d) Abstract nouns referring to strength and cognitive, artistic, or other abilities. 
e) Abstract nouns referring to facial expression or body language. 
i) Chinese medicinal brews. 
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'i can co-occur with nouns denoting: 
a) Nouns referring to a collection of entities of a given domain forming a con-

ceptual unit. 
b) Nouns referring to equipment including a group of machines or parts that fit 

together to form a self-contained unit. 
c) Different pieces of clothing forming a set. 
d) A series of discrete objects forming a set or collection. 
e) Abstract nouns denoting concepts that imply a series of steps or rules. 
f) A group of words uttered together, thus forming a unit. 

Table I below summarizes and compares the possible co-occurrences of 
nouns with )(1, ~, IliU and 'i. Note that the fact that a type of noun can 
co-occur with more than one measure word does not necessarily mean that they 

are always interchangeable. 

Table I 
Co-occurrence of the four categories with 

f U.lJ..l ..... .lV.L.L ... -'-"-Lu .... ~ ~_ nouu:::) 

m ~ 
[+COUNTABLE] nouns 

.{ .{ 

[-COUNTABLE] nouns 
[+CONCRETE] nouns 

.{ .{ 

[+ABSTRACT] nouns 
.{ 

Relationships between people 
.{ .{ 

.{ .{ 
Body parts 
Symmetrical entities as regards a central 

.{ .{ 

axis (real or imagined) 
U-shaped entities .{ 
Animal pairs .{ .{ 

Paired obiects 
Clothing (not in pairs) 
Different kinds of entities forming a set or 

.{ll ? 

conceptual unit 

10 This co-occurrence is possible though it usually refers to more than two entities. 
11 In the case of )(';1, the tendency is for these two entities to be identica\. 

IiiU 'i 
.{ .{ 

.{ .{ 

.{ .{ 

.{ .{ 

.{ 

.{ 

.{ 

.{ ,7N 

.{ .{ 

.{ .{ 
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6. Category limits and overlapping 

Once we have drawn a picture of the internal structure for each of these four 
categories based on the data collected from a corpus of specialised literature, we 
can compare them and take a closer look at how they actually overlap. 

As far as central members are concerned, ~, m and IliU share the cogni­
tive basis of 'pair'. 'i, conversely, though it occasionally can also refer to a pair, 
is used more for groups of more than two entities. Regarding natural extension 
members, ~ and m refer again to pairs of things, while IliU refers to a collec­
tion of entities or to a single U-shaped object. We have found no members in this 
extension for~. Finally, at the metaphorical extension level we find that ~ has 
no members and )(1 has only one. Thus, only lliiJ and ~ have significantly de­
veloped this extension and the common denominators for their members are that 
they are all abstract concepts, the former referring to facial or body language and 
the latter to kinds of behaviour or speech. Another shared characteristic is that 
these concepts are made up of a combination of diverse things. In the case of a 
facial expression, for example, it would include movements of the eyes, lips, 
nose, and/or tongue. IliU plays the role of combining them all to provide us with 
the full picture, i.e., a whole or unit. ~ plays a similar role in grouping together 
a series of moves or steps to achieve a given goal, as embedded in the words 
"strategy" or "method". 

As was the case with the ~ family of classifiers (Tai & Wang 1990:47), not 
all the studied categories have developed the same way, ~ being less produc­
tive and basically associated with identical body parts and objects. I thus propose 
that a pair being identical is the salient perceptual property which serves as a 
condition for categorizing with ~ in modern Mandarin. It can be readily seen 
that lliiJ is the most complex of the four, having members in all the extensions. 
This can be explained by the fact that it is the most versatile as far as number is 
concerned, referring either to one, two, or more entities gathered together for a 
common purpose . 

Table 2 summarizes both how these complex categories have developed and 
the distributional patterns as far as prototype members are concerned in terms of 
a) central membership, b) natural extension, and c) metaphorical extension. 
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Table 2 

nalural C;.h.lI;:;U~lVU, UJ. ....... .L.L.L'-'~"" 

Central mem- Natural exten- Metaphorical ex-

bers sian members tension members 

Distribution of prototypes as regards central, 
borical extension 

j(J i\ll~,11=~ , 1I=Pf , ¥~ , 
EiIl ,)§:B , i9K'f , *'1 , '1'* 
¥ , ~tH~ 'f 

M )Ljc ~!EI , <l!M~, i\ll~, 11= Sf~ 

~~ ~, )J!;p, )§:B, 
~lU~, It 1tll, 11= 
Pf , 1t JIli, YY 
'JR, m'f, :j9\( 

'f, tt~ 
IllIJ It i'm, M]j:jt 11= J'El!Jig, ~!Hi, J'r *~jll, frt~'f, 7& 

Pf, tH, :fB'f, 5l':J\$, *", ;&Br., 't~, !3tOO:, OOIL, 

¥~,m'f cp~ !3t;g;:,~'f 

~ Jj}H, jkJ:!-, £ ;l}i't, iMll, iJlEti5 
~, J%'f, ~J:!-, 
Eill'f, }",Y" i'Y 
'JR, 1\[itr, ;&Br., 
iIl~~ 

Categorization is not fixed but dynamic, As Adams & Conklin (1973:2) put it: 
"Shifting the numeral classifier of a noun shifts the focus from one salient pa­
rameter to another," Table 3 shows the overlapping among these fonr measnre 

words,12 

12 It should be taken into account that the findings are based on prescriptive data, so they do not necessarily 

coincide with native speakers' actual use, 

x1 

IllU 
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Overl _ , ___ appm 

x1 OlU 
Iti'm, m'f, 
¥m, ~frp, 
7.kffii, 1I=Pf, 
~lf';\, ~~, 
m'f 

Table 3 
he f' among 1 _____ 

j(J 

i\ll~, 11=~, 
~~~, )J!;p ,Jf.J, 
~Jf.J, )§:B, 
i9K'f, )L3I; 

¥~, ~'f, 
im'f, :lPjW, 
u*,m~ 

-.... ~- -~~-~ 

~ IllIJ+j(J 

1t JIli, i'Y 1I=Pf, ~ 
'JR, i5f'f *Bl 

* @j, :!fU 
J:!-, ~J:!-
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The above overlapping can be explained because of fuzzy boundaries among 
these categories, as well as the cognitive ambiguity concerning the salient per­
ceptual properties of the entities they co-occnr with in terms of identical pair, 
symmetrical pair as regards an axis, or simply a pair, So in the case of overlap­
ping members, interchangeability would apparently not imply any change in 
meaning but actually be shifting the focus (from identical pair to functional unit, 
for example), 

The intersection between M and j(J seems to have the most shared mem­
bers, which means there are no clear limits between the two, To illustrate how 
puzzling it can be for the foreign student to search for information on the usage 
of measnre words from different sonrces, it is worth taking a closer look at what 
some Chinese linguists have to say with respect to xt and j(J, 

According to Dong (1991), ¥, EiIl, tE and ~'f can only co-occnr with 
j(J, and j(JJlijI.Bil, x~ and 'r~}", can only co-occur with x1, Nonetheless, Luo 
(1996) and Guo (1987) argue that )J!;p can also co-occnr with xt, 

Huang, Chen, and Lai (1997) make the following distinction: one chooses 
j(J when objects must be used together (such as gloves, shoes, socks and chop­
sticks), but when objects can be used separately (such as a fountain pen or a 
bracelet), then M must be chosen, 
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Lii (1981) states that M is interchangeable with J;'I. whenever we are deal­
ing with body parts, yet he later mentions they can be interchanged in the case of 
Jil1Jm and ~llll~. We are left to wonder why he specifically mentions these two 
cases if he has previously stated that body parts can always be substituted. 

Jiao (1973) describes J;'I. as an alternative form for )(1, but he further ex­
plains they are slightly different. For him, M should always be used with ;KJ', 
t;t~, and ;f-t:)f![, while for the rest any of the two measure words is possible. 

Guo (1987) argues that, when referring to extremities or symmetrical organs, 
J;'I. can sometimes be substituted for by M (though he does not specify when), 
and that M can co-occur with people or animals having some kind of relation-

ship. 

ill «@fflVZ,fi';iii]#Q.» (2000) we find that J;'I. is normally used with nouns 

referring to extremities or organs (and the objects worn on them), and )(1 is used 
with the rest. So if we believe this dictionary, the collocation -)(11%7' (yj'dul 
wilzi) 'a pair of socks' is not possible in standard Mandarin, even though for au­
thors like Wang and Wu (1988) it is perfectly correct! 

For Chao (1985) the difference is that J;'I. is used more often in Mandarin 
and M in Cantonese. He is the only one to introduce the interesting element of 

dialectal variation to the discussion. 

According to prescriptive data collected from Chinese linguists, it can be ob­
served that, except for 'f, all the prototypes in the central category of J;'I. (cf. 
1.1) coincide with those of the natural extension of M (cf. 2.2.2) - namely, ear, 
wing, eye, horn, foot, and eyebrow. If we analyse the rest of the members in each 
of the two groups, I feel that distribution in one group or another does not corre­
late with a clearly distinct feature that explains why they are categorized with one 
and not the other. There are only two aspects that are worth mentioning. On the 
one hand, most members in J;'I. that cannot co-occur with M are body parts 
(nostril, hand, arm, shoulder, leg, and knee), the only exception being "antenna". 
On the other hand, members in M are more heterogeneous, comprising human 
body parts (i.e., testicle, pigtail, fist, breast, and dimple) as well as animals' body 
parts (such as pilose antler, horn, claw, hoof, pincer, and cirrus). 
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It is interesting to compare what different authors have written about the 
same measure words; if we do so, we can readily appreciate that the present 
situation is rather confusing and in need of clarification. I think the fact that these 
contradictory data derive from what should be considered reliable sources is due 
to the use of an inappropriate methodological approach, since authors want to 
establish artificial and strict limits to the various categories, as if the classifica­
tion system was static and objective, rather than dynamic and subject to speakers' 
use as well as collective socio-historical evolution. 

ill short, I suggest J;'I. in most cases cannot be substituted for by X1 because 
complementarity between the two entities is more salient than the fact of being a 
pair. ill other words, not all features in a category are equally important; J;'I. and 
j(~' can be considered synonyms when relying only on their numerical value. 

As a final point, there are nouns denoting body parts, such as lungs, ovaries, 
and kidneys that exist in pairs but do not co-occur in our sources with any of the 
aforementioned measure words. For some reason, they tend to take individual 
measure words, possibly because they are internal organs and there is no physical 
interaction with them as a pair. 

Conclusious 

illspired by two very interesting antecedents (Tai & Wang 1990; Tai & Chao 
1994), I have in this paper conducted a cognition-based study of a 'family' of 
measure words, namely, J;'I., )(1, iU and 'i%'. By constructing a prototype theory 
of these four categories, I have achieved the following goals: 1) to show their 
distribution with respect to the noun classes they select; 2) to explain the limits of 
these categories and where they overlap; 3) to identify central, natural extension, 
and metaphorical extension members - and within each group, the prototypes and 
the more peripheral members; 4) to explain their internal coherence in terms of 
the family resemblance principle; and 5) to shed' some light on the influence of 
Chinese cultural models and their role in the creation of these four categories. 

The theoretical framework provided by cognitive linguistics has allowed us 
to carry out a detailed study of these measure words from a semantic and cogni­
tive point of view. I have demonstrated that they are closely related. Examining 
their conceptual structures, pointing out both their shared features and the dis-
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tinctive ones, has proved useful in describing their internal structure. 

We have seen that what these four measure words have in common is that 
they group together two or more entities for a given purpose. They refer to a lim­
ited collection of discrete elements that are conceived of as an integral part of a 
bigger entity whose unitary character derives from its functional value and is de­
tennined by co-occurrence with the measure word. We can consider these meas­
ure words as being mainly functionally-derived; nonetheless, in some cases shape 
and disposition can also be considered as playing a certain role. lillJ can catego­
rize U-shaped entities and shape and spatial disposition are the cognitive basis for 
distributing entities between )(J(. or M. 

We can see that categorization is not merely based on shared properties 
among entities, but is influenced by cultural and contextual factors. Studies on 
human categorization have revealed that furniture and tool categories are catego­
rized according to functional features in the same way that domestic objects and 
animals tend to be categorized in a more special way than other entities that are 
not present in our daily life. The use of X~· in Chinese to categorize many animals 
or everyday objects seems to confirm the hypothesis that the categorization sys­
tem is deeply influenced by cultural convention, i.e., class membership is not just 
a matter of objectifiable physical or functional features but often depends on the 
cultural values we attribute to them. One outstanding example is the good omen 
associated to even numbers in Chinese culture, especially the number two, and all 
the cultural imagery created around it, beginning with the yin-yang dichotomy (it 
is not a coincidence that these are complementary opposites) and followed by all 
the animal pairs we have seen in this paper. 

As far as the teaching of these four measure words is concerned, the present 
study has identified three main problems regarding their satisfactory acquisition 
by non-native speakers. First, when we look them up in a dictionary or in a 
grammar book, one entry refers to the other circularly, thus giving the false im­
pression that they are completely synonymous and interchangeable. Second, 
measure words are usually treated according to the classical model of Aristotelian 
categories, i.e., as strictly delimited categories subject to uniform characterization, 
where membership is a predictable, all-or-nothing affair. This approach denies 
their dynamism and the fact that they are susceptible to being influenced by 
nearby categories. Third, if one is not familiar with the cultural background and 
social changes through time, the system appears nonsensical and arbitrary. 
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We have learned much about the Chinese classification system after con­
ducting cognition-based studies of particular measure words, but there is still a 
long way to go, since a broader and systematic study of the whole Chinese clas­
sification system still needs to be done. Finally, I hope that both the new ap­
proach provided by cognitive linguistics and the prototype theory now available 
for these three "families" of measure words will actually be applied and used in 
teaching, in order to make this graunnatical category more pleasant-if not fas­
cinating-to learn, rather than constituting a stumbling block for students. 
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