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A classifier (CL) is a word that theoretically 'must occur with
a number and/or a demonstrative before a noun' (Li & Thompson,
198i~ :_ ?} -=¥" .~ J!..jr,'M:::.-, l'

yi ben shu zhe1 ben shu
one - CL - book this - CL - book
One book This book

For purposes of diachronic analysis, it will be useful and
desirable to distinguish classifiers from measure words (MW), which
are usually also considered as CL. Thus, the following distinction
made by Tai & Wang (1990), Tai (1990) will be adopted: 'A
classifier categorizes a class of nouns by picking out some salient
perceptual properties, either physically- or functionally-based,
which are permanently associated with the entities named by the
class of nouns; a measure word does not categorize but denotes the
quantity of the entity named by a noun' '.

These MW can indicate 1) standards for length, weight, volume
and area; 2) aggregates; 3) containers 2. They all are probably
language universals, while the CL are not. CL exist not only in
Chinese, of course, but also in many East-Asian languages, both
Sino-Tibetan and non-Sino-Tibetan, but they have no equivalents in
Indo-European languages.

When did Chinese CL appear? Did they appear in Early Archaic
Chinese (11th-6th c. B.C.) or even in Pre-Archaic Chinese (14th-
11th c. B.C.) as Dobson (1962), Huang Zaijun (1964), Greenberg
(1975) - whose account is based on Dobson -, Pan Yunzhong (1982)
and others think? Or did they only begin to appear under the Late
Archaic period (5th-3rd c. B.C.) as is supposed by Wang Li (1958)
or ~ta Tatsuo (1958)? I will present evidence for asserting that
real CL appear not early than the Han times (2nd c. B.C.-3rd c.
A.D.) or even later in Early Medieval Chinese, Le. between the 3rd
and the 6th c. A.D., and that they became prominent under the Late
Medieval period, 7th-13th c. A.D.

It is generally accepted that there has been in Chinese a word
order change of the CL/MW from a post-nominal position to a pre-
nominal one:

2. Noun + Numeral + CL/MW > Num + CL/MW + N.
When did this change occur and why, or at least how? This is the

second question I will try to answer after having analyzed (and
presenting some statistical figures of the various occurrences) the
following seven structures which are attested through the different
stages of Chinese, from the Pre-Archaic period to the Late Medieval



period: A. Num + Noun, B. Noun + Num, C. Noun1 + Num + Noun2,
D.Noun + Num + MW, E. Noun + Num + CL, F. Num + MW + Noun, G. Num
+ CL + Noun.

Finally, I will assume in the conclusion, in agreement with
Erbaugh (1986) that the noun classifier system might be borrowed
from Southeast Asian languages, probably Tai languages.

In Pre-Archaic Chinese, i.e. in the oracle bone inscriptions,
the four following patterns A, B, C, D are used for expressing the
quantification of the nouns.

A. Num + Noun
This is by far the most common pattern and it is also probably

the oldest one, as Huang Zaijun (1964) points out 3. Djamouri
(1988) has found 871 instances of this order out of 1886 utterances
(i.e. 46.18%) involving a NP quantified by a number. Most of the
time, the NP is in an object position, thus following a verb.

3. E: .......tf- ji l..& 4

sacrifice - one - bovine - Ancestor - Yi
(One should) sacrifice one bovine animal to Ancestor Yi.

B. Noun + Num
This order, though less common than A is also widely used: 324

instances out of 1886 (i.e. 17.17%), also used mainly in an object
posi tion •..5: - At -t:.

4. t J!J - ~ 1lt ~~, - e 1'...-to IJt) '?f - t1 Ji -t'-hJ
capture - tiger - one - stag - thirty - fox - one - hundred -
six - ten - four - deer - one - hundred - five - ten - nine
(We) captured one tiger, thirty stags, one hundred and sixty-
four foxes and one hundred and fifty-nine deers.

Is there any difference between the two orders A and B? Probably
not. Takashima (1984-1985) hypothesizes that the "Num + Nil is more
likely to be used when the noun conveys old information and the
numeral new information, but this discourse-level distinction is
hard to maintain in many cases where the two orders successively
appear in the same sentence, as in:

5. ~ i1t W ~ ~ E- ~ ~
millet wine - thirty - thirty - penned bovine - captive -
three - three - silk
Thirty (vases of) wine, thirty penned bovine, three captives
(and) three (rolls of) silk.

In fact we often find, as in 5, the two opposite orders
successively following each other.

C. Noun1 + Num + Noun2
This pattern is not as common as the forms A and B, but it is

also quite widespread. E.g.:
6. t t f....

Qiang - ten - people
Ten Qiang.

7. 1~ - a ~
human victim - one - hundred - Qiang
One hundred Qiang victims.



Here, the numeral determines the N2, and not the Nl. It is
indeed possible for an extra element X to be inserted between Nl
and Num but not between Num and N2. Thus, it might be accurate to
derive pattern B "N + Num" from pattern C after deleting the N2 6

Sometimes, the N2 is equivalent to the N1, as in:
8 • f... -1' !:/!.. j"... J.....

people - ten - and - six - people
Sixteen people. ,~

9. ~l' f *-.. 'f ~ -- 13 ~ 'f ....~
sacrifice- to - Dajia - Qiang - one - hundred - Qiang -
immolate - one - penned bovine
(We will) sacrifice one hundred Qiang to Dajia and immolate a
penned bovine (for him).

Some linguists (Hashimoto 1977, Yau 1986) have argued that the
N2 in this C-pattern must be considered not as a noun but as a
classifier. They call it echo-classifier, as the same phenomenon
exists in Tibeto-Burman languages like Hani, Lahu, Jingpo, Naxi,
etc., where the (echo-) classifiers are simply the repetition of the
N followed by the number. E.g.:

10. tsho' t~hi~ tsho' (Hani) 7
man - one - man
One man.

11. qh~7 ni qha7 (Lahu) 8
village - two - village
Two villages.

However, when the noun is disyllabic, the CL only consists of a
partial repetition of the noun, as in:

12. a-lkhw' t~hi-J khWl (Hani)
foot - one - CL
One foot.

13. ~~-le? te 1$1 (Lahu)
cigarette - one - CL
One cigarette.

As for the Pre-Archaic Chinese, there is no such situation.
Moreover, there are only very few nouns (three, according to
Djamouri, 1988) which can be used as N2 as well as Nl in the
pattern "Nl + Num + N2". Thus, it will be preferable to consider
that the items occurring in N2 position are nouns, as they are in
Nl position, and not echo-classifiers.

D. Noun + Num + Measure Word
This pattern is not different from C, as the MW are nouns. Very

few MW are attested in the oracle bone inscriptions, probably fewer
than ten. E .g. :

14. ~ -?, tli
millet wine - six - you
six you of wine.

You is a noun expressing a container for measuring liquid
(wine), as sheng~ is (see e.g. 17), one you being smaller than
one sheng. Yet, you is also a noun meaning "vase", as in:



15. ~ lJ 1:- i{ ~
be - vase - king - receive - assistance
(If it) were a vase, the king would receive assistance (from
the gods).

Other examples of the D-pattern:
16. J2. H ~~

shell - twenty - coupled string (which was probably a money
unit)
Twenty coupled strings of shells 9.

17. 1f.q ~ ::- At ....•®
new - wine - two - sheng - one - you
Two sheng and one you-ful of new aromatic wine.

When a MW is involved in a NP quantified by a number, the order
is always the one in 0 and never the one in F (i.e. "Num + MW +
N"). Lastly, neither of the patterns E ("N + Num + CL") or G ("Num
+ CL + N") is attested in Pre-Archaic Chinese. Wang Li (1958) is
right when he asserts that individual classifiers do not exist in
the language of the oracle bone inscriptions.

Some linguists like Chen Mengjia (1956), Guan Xiechu (1953),
Huang Zaijun (1964), etc. do not agree with Wang Li and claim that
individual classifiers do exist. If we exclude from their lists the
MW and the so-called "echo-classifiers", which are nouns, the only
example they cite which could be analyzed as a CL is bing I~ , as
in: 18.;'; ~ 1" \17

horse - five - ten - bing
Fifty horses.

19 • :it ;::.. \1:1
carriage - two - bing
Two carriages.

However, bing should rather be considered as a noun and may be
a MW, for its meaning is "a set of horses" (Djamouri 1988, Wang Li
1958) .

The situation in Early Archaic Chinese is not very different
from that of the Pre-Archaic period. The four patterns A, B, C, 0
are all attested. A is still by far the most common one while B is
much less used. So is the C-form though we still have the two
possibilities of the N2 being different from the Nl (e.g. 20) and
the N2 being the same as the Nl (e.g. 21):

20 • .::J- -t: J..... ( i<t ~ ~~f JR. )
son - seven - people
Seven sons.

21. 4- ~aj.t~.tt-~ -tit I'-~ (~~, cited in Pan Yunzhong, 1982)
ox - three - hundred - five - ten - five - ox - sheep -
thirty - eight - sheep
Three hundred and fifty-five oxen and thirty-eight sheep.

The O-form is more frequent than in Pre-Archaic Chinese. Some
forty MW are now found in the "N + Num + MW" pattern, like Ii.!. ,
cun t for measures of length, dou 5f or n 1U for containers,



etc., which are new: _ ~. '::l)
22. 1K E- ei 12; (v~ : tQD J"'<..

grain - three - hundred - Yi
Three hundred Yi of grain.

As was the case for the Pre-Archaic period, some linguists
(Huang 1964, Guan 1981) also think there are some occurrences of "N
+ Num + CL" (i.e. form E) in Early Archaic Chinese. If we exclude
the instances they give which involve a MW or an "echo-classifier"
- both nouns and not CL -, they also cite two words l2.i. rb and liang
I~which indeed could be possibly interpreted as CL, as in:

23. ~ \19 r& (it ti : i{. 1~i.~ )
horse - four - l2.i.
Four horses. ~

24. !fs Eo. a ~ (~ : ~ ~ )
chariot - three - hundred - liang
Three hundred chariots.

However, liang is probably not a CL because it still has a full
lexical meanig, "two wheeled-chariot" 10; in the same way, l2.i. could
mean "a set of horses" (like bing in the Pre-Archaic period) or
more likely "single, ordinary (horse)". Anyway, the number of
occurrences of liang and l2.i. are too low (there are only very few
and scattered examples, the rule still being to have a number
immediately followed by the nouns "horse" or "chariot") to allow us
to claim that CL already exist during the Early Archaic period.

Lastly, there is no F-form and only one instance of a sentence
which could be interpreted as a G-form:

25. ~ ~ .-. 11 ~ (;{) :It)
if - have - one - CL - servant
If (I) had a servant .•.

This single example, out of thousands of "Num + N" quantified NP
should be, of course, better considered as an interpolated passage,
especially when we know that this G-pattern will still not be found
in Late Archaic Chinese 11.

Thus, we can conclude that the CL have not yet appeared. There
are nonetheless more and more MW, used in pattern D.

In Late Archaic Chinese, which is the Classical language par
excellence, the A-pattern is still the most common one and B is
becoming rarer and rarer 12. C also tends to disappear. There are
henceforth only some examples with ren J-' people' in the N2
posi tion, as in: 1~ J,. _ )

26. -It 1t- ;.... (t;.. 4~ : /~ :-, ;:...
women - five - people
Five women.

On the other hand, the D-pattern is growing in importance.
Numerous new MW are used, for length, weight, military units,
surface area, containers, etc. 13. For example:

27. 1ft. i.. -J- ~ :ffJ f ~ (.:;t j.! : I~ ;:.ti ~ )
Chen Wenzi - have - horse - ten - a team of four
Chen Wenzi has ten teams of four horses.



But the most interesting for this Late Archaic period is
undeniably the appearance of the F-form which did not exist in
Early Archaic. E.g.: ~

28. ~K. ~.)...- ~\ 71<.lfJt.- 4 ~1f~ *-. -e.J (~-t ~%,J-...t. )
be like - with - one - glass - water - rescue - one - cart -
firewood - determinative particle - fire
It is like fighting a fire of a cart-full of firewood with
one glass~of water. .

29. Y, L ....~ ~}l (1£: ~ ;:.-t )
give - him - one - basket - pearl
(He) gave him a basket of pearls.

30. ..- \~ ~ -" f{J.I,.~!f!... (vt :f{l ~ )
one - basket - food - one - bowl - drink
One basket of food, one bowl of drink.

This form is not yet found with all the MW (we have no example
with MW of length, surface area or volume), but it is quite
widespread with the MW which are containers and is attested too
with the ones which indicate weight, as in:

31. - §l ~ (11- ~ ~g::- t 1U )
one - gy - iron
One gy of iron.

[One gy was 480 j in If (pOU~?s)].
32 • }r~ .....4 ~ - j. If,) (r~ 3Jf+ : 9J.,.. 1jf3 ~ ~ .J;.. )

kill - one - ox - take - one - dou (bushel?)- meat
(Whenever he) kills one ox, (he) takes (only) one dou of the
(beef) meat.

Although the D-form is still largely predominant, the
occurrences of the F-form are far from being rare. Thus, it seems
reasonable to date the appearance of pre-nominal MW and the change
in 33 in the Late Archaic period:

33. Noun + Num + MW > Num + MW + Noun.
Why did such a change occur? It is difficult to answer this

question, but if we admit - and there is much evidence for it -
that Chinese has always been a language in which the modifier
precedes the head in a NP 14, we can assume that the "Num + MW"
phrase has been moved to a pre-nominal position to comply with this
order. Why then was the IINum + MW" phrase in a post-nominal
position in Pre-Archaic and Early Archaic Chinese? It is because
the IINum + MWII phrase of pattern D was probably not a modifier of
the preceding noun. This pattern D is not different from pattern C
IINoun1 + Num + Noun2", where the number is simply a modifier of the
N2 and where IINum + N211 is not at all a modifier of the N1 but a
predicate, as supposed by ota (1958). The gradual disappearance of
pattern C has provoked a reanalysis of pattern D: Num + MW has been
reanalyzed as a modifier of the preceding noun, and the word order
change D > F has thus naturally followed. This word order change
has nevertheless not been obligatory, since the D-pattern is still
used widely and the two orders will co-occur during a long period
of time.

There would have been an intermediary stage between the two
orders: 'Num + MW + determinative particle zhi ~ + N', as Pan
Yunzhong (1982) supposes. E.g.:



34. g ~ t- 11l (Ji: 1-:~...1.. J:.. )
hundred - mu (acre?) - det. part. - field
A hundred mu of field.

35. }'J .•. e £. ~ ~ $.. {] ::f-.:J- (~ ~A~r~~ it )
with - hundred - Ii - det. part. - territory - rise - become
- Heaven - Son
(He) rose from one hundred (square) Ii of territory (to)
become Son of Heaven.

However, it seems to me rash to hypothesize such an intermediate
stage between D and F, for 34 and 35 are not different from 36-38
below, where the word following the number is not a special noun MW
but a common noun and where the structure is "[Num+N1]NP + det.
part. + N2":

3 6 • Jj ~ i. Ij) (J2.: ~~. ~. J:. )
ten thousand - chariot - det. part. - state
A state of ten thousand chariots (and not, of course, "ten
thousand states"). h II )

37. .it ~ :t, ~ L ~ : ~ /00 ~

thousand - family - det. part. - small town
A small town of thousand families (and not "a thousand small
towns").

38 • tl1?, 'P;L Jl.
utilize - six - horse - det. part. - leg
Utilize the legs of six horses.

Thus, 34 and 35 should respectively be understood rather as "a
field of a hundred mu" and "a territory of a hundred (square) Ii".

Lastly, we will admit that there is no E-form nor G-form, i.e.
there are no real CL under the Late Archaic period. This statement
is obviously contrary to the opinion of most linguists who
generally accept that the E-form, if not the G-form, already exists
at that time, in addition to which some of them make a strong
distinction between the MW, which could be either post-nominal (D)
or pre-nominal (F), and the CL, which were always post-nominal (E)
and never pre-nominal (G). See for instance Wang Li 1958, eta 1958,
Huang 1961, etc.

The "classifiers" usually cited in such a E-form are: Ri. l!::- (for
horse), lianq iP (for chariot), zhang Jk (for tent) or even gg
1(for arrow) 15. However, available examples are very rare. If we
look at the following books, Lun yu, Meng zi, Xunzi, Zuo zhuan and
Han Feizi - which best represent the Late Archaic period - we find
only one occurrence of zhang, one of gg, one of liang, and several
cases of Ri., all in the Zuo zhuan. However, these occurrences are
not certain to be,fL. E.2.: P)

39. ~ f Y'), ~!~11.J ~41 (1;. : ~\II -r ~
Zichan - with - big tent - small tent - nine - CL - go away
Zichan went away with nine big and small tents.

In this example, zhang could also be interpreted as a verb "to set
up" and the sentence would be "Zichan went away with nine tents to
be set up". This interpretation - which is probably the one chosen
by Couvreur (1914): "Zichan partit avec des tentures et des
baldaquins pour dresser neuf tentes" - seems to me better. As Liu
Shiru (1961) notices, it would be odd to have the first occurrence



of the CL zhang used with "tent" and not with "bow", because the
original meaning of zhang is "to stretch a bow" and zhang had been
commonly used then as a CL for bows a long time before it was used
with tents or other obj ects. .. ("

4 0 • ~ .!J::..}z.. 1" J;- (ifJ.:r : j.>(.:t.. ')

carryon the back - arrow - fifty - ten - CL
He carries on the back fifty arrows.

In this example 40, ~ could also have its full lexical meaning
"bamboo stem" as arrows are made from bamboo. Ge is to be used
later as a general CL, after being used for counting bamboo sticks.

41. f ~~e \fb (.2?: J!:.. /u' t= ')
leather - chariot - three - hundred - CL
Three hundred leather-covered chariots.

Here too, liang could still have its full lexical meaning "two-
wheeled chariot" and the structure would then be that of pattern C.

42 • ~ ~~ L .1L. ,~ ~ ~ 715: {1i..: 7l- -t / '- )
all - offer - precious stone - five - pair - horse - three -
CL
He offered them all five pairs of precious stones (and)
three horses.

There are five cases of Ri with a numeral and ma 19 "horse", all in
the Zuo zhuan, four of which being in the same passage (chapter
zhao. 6) 16.

It is not impossible either that Ri still has a full lexical
meaning "single, ordinary", as the following example, where Ri is
not following a number and is obviously a noun or an adjective,
seems to confirm: ~

43. if:.. 11 ~ #o.fu k. ~ (11.: It~~)
single - horse - single - wheel - negation - oppose - that
which
Not one single horse nor a single wheel was against (him).

In any case, these "classifiers" cited above all have
controversial interpretations. Moreover, there are very few
occurrences, out of hundreds of quantified NP involving numbers
immediately followed by the nouns "tent", "arrow", "chariot",
"horse", etc. without anything between the number and the noun.
Thus, it seems reasonable to assume that the CL have not yet
appeared in the Late Archaic period.

In Pre-Medieval Chinese, the A-pattern (e.g. 44) is still the
most current one an<j B (e.g. 45).JS by now very rare:

44 • ).~, .::- -It' *~(~1-0: ~ ~ 1f.~u )
object marker - two - daughter - marry - Shun
(~~) married (hi~ ,two daughters to Shun.

45. J?tr h fJ L~ ~IWtJi *jo)
horseman - several - hundred
Several hundred horsemen.

Form C has almost disappeared, except in some instances where
the N2 is the noun ren "people", as in:



46. 1ft t ~2J ,f! ~ J..... Ct.. ~ ;J 13 ;rf) ~V) q~1{ )
distribute - give - Wenjun - slave - hundred - people
(He) distributed a hundred slaves to wenjun.

The pattern D is still attested, as in: ~
47. Ik ~ }f, - ~9...•. .;Ju:Ji .::- 5{~ (~;Z~': riJ ~ .L~ ftJ 1{ )

offer - white - jade - one - pair - peacock - two - pair
(He) offered one pair of white jade, ... (and) two pairs of
peacocks.

However, since the change occurred in Late Archaic Chinese from D
("N + Num + MW") to F (IINum + CL + Nil), the F-pattern gradually
supersedes the form D which becomes quite obsolete. The normal
position of a MW in a NP now seems to be between the numeral and
the noun, i.e. before the Doun. Examples of F:

48 • ~IJ ~ ;;; ~ - ~ '{ l~:.4. *J J.t- jlJ )
then - fortunately - distribute - I - one - bowl - soup
Then the) ..!ortuna~eIX 'la~ pe a b~wI o~~oup.

49. .; J!.. fp \~ 1 fJi - 3f'~ ,'{J 1 4j" L't.: ~1t~ ~~ J.i ~0 h{ )
one - chi - cotton - still - can - sew - one - dou - grain -
still - can - pound
One chi of cotton could still be sewn, one dou of grain
still could be pounded.

But the most important question for this Pre-Medieval period is
certainly the following: do the individual CL, either in the E-form
(IIN+ Num + CL") or in the G-form ("Num + CL + Nil) already exist?
Scholars agree that they do, at least for the structure with a
post-nominal CL, and this seems to be the case if we look at the
followi~~ examples, which involve not only liang or 21:

50. ~ 1!J 3- 0- (~: tJ ~ qlJ 1{ )
ride - horse - three - CL
Ride three hors~s. )

51• !f 75 ~ (t.:!! fi 9U 1{
sheep - ten thousands - CL
Ten thousands sheep.

52 • tt 1t Jt \1i:? (~: ~ )
ox - chariot - thousand - CL
A thousand ox-driven chariots.

53. tr ~ 75 /f (~: t )
bamboo - stick - ten thousand - CL
Ten thousand bamboo sticks.

54. ~ -- ~ * \J1} Lt' (~~::t;) ~ 1{ )
bow - one - CL - arrow - four - CL
One bow (and) four arrows.

It would be hard, by this time, to claim that 2i c., liang iH:J,
gg 11-, or zhang j-l.. still retain their original meaning and are not
CL 17, even if we can find examples like 55, where 2i is a sUbject
and consequently a noun in the second half of the sentence:

55. P; 3- tz::. 6- :::- ~ (~~ ql~)
horse - three - 21 - 21 - two - officer
Three individual (?) horses, each one for two officers.

However, these cases involving CL are rare, though a little more
frequent than in Late Archaic Chinese. Usually, the number is still
directly followed by the noun without any CL. From the scarcity of



such CL, one could legitimately ask if these scattered examples are
not simply interpolated passages. The answer is apparently negative
if we look at the list of CL found in Han bamboos strips given by
Huang Sheng zhang (1961). Relating to this, Huang puts forward an
interesting hypothesis according to which, in Han times, there are
probably many more CL in the spoken language than in the written
texts, the only documents available to us. He then concludes that
the quantified NP occur without CL in the written language but with
CL in the spoken language. This hypothesis, however, seems to be
overstated, as in Late Han vernacular Buddhist translations, the CL
are practically absent; the only "CL" I have found in these texts
is zhong ~ "sort of, type of" which is obviously not a CL but a MW
18. The common pattern for the quantified NP in Late Han vernacular
Buddhist texts is: Num + Noun.

Lastly, the G-form is not attested in Han times, except in a
very few cases; these exceptions are probably interpolated
passages. E.g. 19: L.h)

56. l:z- -t TZ).E l 't.. ~ 1... >'eJ 4~ it
five - thousand - CL - horse
Five thousand horses.

57. Ii --t ~ if: (~: 31t j~ qt5 L!l 4~ 1{ )
several - ten - CL - chariot
Several tens of chariots.

In conclusion, two changes occurred in Han times: 1) the pattern
F (with pre-nominal MW) becomes widespread and supersedes the D-
form (with post-nominal MW); 2) the real CL seem to arise, but in
a very timid manner. As we will see in the next paragraph, they
probably still retain many noun properties.

During the Six Dynasties period (220-589), the CL become more
numerous, but they are still not very frequent. Zhuang Zhengrong
(1980) gives the following figures found in the Shi shuo xin yu,
written by Liu Yiqing (403-444) and which is one of the best
documents of the period in the vernacular language: 300 occurrences
of the A-pattern; 10 occurrences of the B-pattern (usually for
counting age and money); no occurrence of C; 20 occurrences of both
D and E (Zhuang does not distinguish CL from MW); 20 occurrences of
both F and G. These figures are revealing: they show that the most
common PJtte~n used is still ,A.,_E.g.:.

58. -&.. 1; ~ i .:;:..~~(~~Jf.q ~ ; (4: 1k.)
Yuan Yandao - have - two - young sisters
Yuan Yandao had two young sisters. ~ )

59 • \~ J,'J.. - ~ i1r~~ ~ =:. J!- ~t~~4. L ~ : ~f:.. 9
once - object marker - one - coral - branch - high - two -
chi - about - offer - Kai
(He) once offered a branch of coral of about two chi tall to
Kai.

Examples of pattern B:



60. ~ 4~ ~~ Jr 75 C~ : {~ ~ )
have - money - several - thousand - ten thousand
(He) got thousands and thousands of money.

61. ~ ~.J.~ -t \~ 3z- L ~ :1.f!J 1x.. )
Wang Pingzi - age - ten - four - five
Wang pingzi was fourteen or fifteen.

Actually, the pattern C is not non-existent, as is claimed in
Zhuang (1980). We have a few cases of C with ren I, "people" in the
N2 position, but Zhuang probably considers ren as a CL. E.g. :

62. )j~ .:}- ~ (4, I- C -t!. : 3f:.. ~ )
maid-servant - hundred - more than - people
More than a hundred maid-servants.

As for the 20 instances of mingled D and E, there are as many E
(with CL) as D (with MW). Example of D:

63. ~' -k ~ (~:~.t J. )
rice grain - thousand - hu
A thousand hu of rice grain.
[One hu = ten dou (bushel?)]

Example of E: -i_)
64. It] 1- £. ~ ~ ~ Jl:t. (tt: 1,t }~

then - send - jade - mirror - frame - one - CL
(He) then sent (to her) a jade mirror (with) frame.

Besides this CL mei 1tll , which was at that time a sort of
general classifier which could be combined with many nouns
(something equivalent to gg ~ in contemporary Chinese) 20, we can
find in various documents of the period the lollowing CL: kou ~
(for both people and animals~l& zhu M-, tiao r;-.... , ling £k. { tou ~
, gen ~~ ,ben J.F , zhang ~ , gg If ' zhi 1.... , etc 2. Some
examples: .

65. }')...::t~' ~ ;:.. ~ '(J Ia~ 111 (~: ~ ~~~)
with - catch - deer - two - thousand - CL - supply - kitchen
(He) supplied the kitchen by catching two thousand deers.

66. $. ~ ~ 2- ~ (1~ -tt i(j )
sUddenly - grow - herb - three - CL
Suddenly three shoots of herb grew. )

67. \~ 1: @ g ~ --r ~ (~1:.' : 1tb * 1:.. ~tJ
offer - his - State -bow - three - ten - CL
(He) offered his State thirty bows.

Where do these CL come from? Each CL has its own history. Each
comes generally from a noun (or from a verb in very few cases)
through a process of grammaticalization which bleaches it and makes
it lose its full lexical meaning transforming it into an empty word
which has no reality outside the numeral expression. For instance,
the general CL mei comes from a noun meaning "tree-trunk", kou from
the noun "mouth", zhu and gen from the noun "root", tou from the
noun "head", gg from the noun "bamboo-trunk", zhang from the verb
"to stretch (a bow)", zhi from the noun "bird", tiao from the noun
"branch", etc. ~.

This process of grammaticalization is gradual, discrete,
discontinuous, beginning probably under the Han period. By the
Early Medieval period, it only concerns a small number of items,
and the CL, when attested, are not obligatory when used in the



quantified NP; the most common pattern is still "Num + Noun"
without any classifiers. Finally, the CL are found in a post-
nominal position.

There are nevertheless some occurrences of the pattern G, i.e.,
with a CL in a pre-nominal position, but this is even rarer: only
two instances of the G-form (and eighteen of the F-form) out of the
twenty instances of mingled F and G in the Shi shuo xin yu. Some
examples of the F-form are: \

68. ~ ---3&J ~ \1 ~ (~~ 15 lL /
offer - one - boat - rice - give - he
(He) offered him one boat-full of rice.

69. ~-lf- ~j;#Iz.. LOC :{~~)
send - one - chariot - branch - to - He Gong
(They) sent a chariot of branches to He Gong.

70. ik [ ~rz fP, --- Jl7:i ~@ (~:M.t)
comet - invite - you - one - cup - wine
Comet, (I) invite you (to drink) one cup of wine.

The pre-nominal MW are now more frequent than the post-nominal
ones.

ExamQle~ of the G-pattern are: ~:b..)
71• ~ i'~~ ---~ Jtlz.. (e!: t "'K:i

studio - in front of - plant - one - CL - pine tree
(He) planted a pine tree in front of his studio.

72. ~ :;.. ~ ~ 1" ~ 2f (e ~t.ijj:. ?
there lS - two - hundred - flve - ten - CL - ox
There are two hundred and fifty oxen.

However, these occurrences are too rare to allow us to admit
that the G-form already existed in Early Medieval Chinese.

Thus, in conclusion, the CL appear in Early Medieval Chinese but
their number is still limited and they only occur in a post-nominal
position. On the other hand, the MW are now more likely to be pre-
nominal than post-nominal.

At the beginning of the Late Medieval period, the CL become
frequently used. However, the use of pattern A ("Num + N") is still
quite widespread. It represents about 30% of all the occurrences of
quantified NP in the Dunhuang bianwen ("transformational texts")
dating from ca. 850 to 1015 A.D. 23. ~.g.:

73. ~ ~ -- ~ f1;.~, (1~ -1tJ~ ~ fV j! )
I - have - one - daughter - at - home
I have a da~ghter at h'pme....:~)

74. ~ l' ~ --1f "'- (91';1 ~tY-J
sky - in the middle of - there is - one - divine being
There is one divine being in the sky.

We can also find the pattern B, especially for expressing age,
as in: j...: .i;j._ ~ )

75. ..H:7 3t -t --t. L::f;.p PrJ ~~
just - age - ten - seven
(She) was just seventeen.

As for pattern C, it is only attested when the N2 is ren



"people", as in:
76.); -K. ~{;:.J:J,~/,~ J......1l (~~\~Jt. ...)

with - big - monk - crowd - thousand - eight - hundred -
people - together
with a crowd of one thousand eight hundred big monks
together.

When a MW is involved in the quantified NP, the common order is
F ("Num + MW + N") but some instances of form D ("N + Num + MW")
still occur, as in: ~ )

77. ~ J.- - ~ L §:f:. -rlf, ~
beautiful women - one - couple
A couple of beautiful women. \

78 • ~ 1~ 1@ jz. -1t (~t ~~~ )
Wlne bottle - in - there is - wine - five - shena (liter?)
There was five sheng of wine in the wine bottle.

Examples of the F-pattern are:
79. k 3- ,:fR 1(!;;.....S ~ /f j:. 1-1:.C:tEl.'j:~, . b. P JJ't )

take - three - liang (ounce?) - powder - give - this - CL -
Reverend
Take three liang of powder (and) give (it to) this
Reverend. ~,~ ~ ",1,.t )

8 0 • 75 ~ ~ 't ~ "1(. 4'-~ (jit I~ :va ~L
ten thousand - sort of - song - in - find pleasure - love -
passion
To find pleasure of love in ten thousand songs.

Zhong "sort of, kind of" is by far the most frequently used MW
in the Dunhuang bianwen.

When it is a CL and no longer a MW which is involved in the
quantified NP, the two orders E ("N + Num + CL") and G ("Num + CL
+ N") are now widely attested. Thus, the CL can also occur in a
pre-nominal position. Let us look first at some examples of pattern
E, ~~~h %o~~tn~ ~~L~~)fi t?~ ....~~ U~_713-Jt ~Jl ~ -v4 )

female - king - then - take - night - shine - pearl - five -
CL - white - horse - one - CL - offer
Then, the queen took five pearls which shine at night (and)
one white horse (t~ offer (them).

82. ~ ;If; ~i....~ (~/~~~n)
offer - dragon - leg - one - CL
(He) offered one dragon leg.

83. ~f ~~.}- ....11k. (~)
shirt - one - CL
One shirt. •

84. ~. ~ If ..~i~ Jr ~Jk.(J~ 11f ~;1-)
salnt - spread out - ln row - hundred - thousand - CL
One hundred thousand saints spread out in row.

These CL are now much more numerous than they have been under
the Early Medieval period. They are henceforth undoubtedly part of
the system concerning the expression of quantified NP. Almost 70%
of them involve classifiers in the bianwen and this proportion
increases as time goes on.

Another important characteristic of the Late Medieval period is



that the post-nominal CL only represent 10% of the CL used in the
bianwen whereas pre-nominal CL, which barely exist under the Early
medieval period, now represent 90%. Examples of pre-nominal CL (G-
pattern) a~: \

85. l ~}J ~ fJ -J:. ~ ,. 41... '1~ [:01' ~ ~~ ~ )
emperor - and - Gao Lishi - see - one - CL - purple - wind
The emperor and Gao Lishi saw a purple wind.

86. ~" ~ '$,~" r.. ~~1~ ~ )
ride - one - CL - black - cloud
(They) rode on one black cloud. )

87. ~1- \')1' ~ e~ -- jf, tL [ '/-.-11" L~) l,~
red - leaf - bioom - moment - one - CL - flower
When red leaves bloom, (it is like) a flower.

88. .- 1;:r 4st ~ ~M' 1£ ~ (1ft ~ 11' ~~~-,!.)
one - CL - cassock (monk's robe) - hang - on - body
To wear a cassock. o...ft' )

89. 3i. e l.t.. ~ !1 ~ ~1l:J-(~\~ .•~ 5L;t..
five - hundred - CL - cow - and - calf
Five hundred cows and calves.

The most common CL, by fart is now the general CL g§ t , which
is commonly use~ ~or,persons ~ E.g~, ,

90. It ~ - J1 I~ *'- (1t t....'~'1'- ~_-z,lJ I
I - have - one - CL - question
I have one question.

91. /l\1: ~ 11= - I, 't!:t l '91 ;~ ~~ ~ )
then - transform - make - one - CL - buddhist hermit
(He) then transforms (it) into a buddhist hermit.

92. ~ t:J ~ f - I, ~ (~~ 11 ~ m '1- )
I - have - dignified - serious - one - CL - daughter
I have one dignified (and) s~rious daughter.

93. ~;Z~ /'- 75 /T 11. Jf (1' ~ t 'I. ,z )
teach - eight - ten thousand - CL - disciple
(He) taught eighty thousand disciples.

This possibility for the CL to be in a pre-nominal position and,
above all, the frequency of this new pattern G, compared to the old
one where the CL was post-nominal (E), should convince us that we
are henceforth dealing with real CL; they form CL phrases together
with the numerals (or demonstratives) they follow. These CL phrases
are directly associated with the nouns they modify, without any
possible insertion of any other element between the CL phrases and
the nouns.

This new situation should also convince us that before this time
the CL we encounter in Early Medieval Chinese or even in Han times
- and whose figures given above show that they were very rare -
have not probably acquired a real status of CL, i.e., have not been
completely divested of their full lexical meaning to become,
through the grammaticalization process, empty words. In other
words, I am tempted to think that the possibility of being moved
from a post-nominal position to a pre-nominal position has been
given to the CL, as soon as they acquire the status of CL.

Why, or at least how, does this moving occur? It occurs probably
by analogy with the F-form involving a pre-nominal MW and which has



already been predominant for many centuries, because the "Num + CL"
phrase is a modifier of the head noun.

Moreover, besides being used in NP involving numerals, some CL
(mostly ~) can also begin to be used in NP involving
demonstratives, which is a new situation. E.g. (see also the second
half of example 7~J: )

94. '6 1" 11ft qj- ~ i ~W L.1f1Jt ~ j1..
• '? ••th1S - CL - cult1vat1on - be - truth-plot ( way to become

Buddha)
This cultivation is the truth-plot. 11: ~ -~ t~ 9})

95. ~ JT ~ W~\1 ~ -- ~·I3!.*- J-..eJ ~ (~@ of i3:. ~- IflJJ /

this - CL - hell - in - there is - one - Qingti - madam -
yes - no
Is there a Madam Qingti in this hell?

Sometimes, the demonstrative followed by the classifier ~ is a
sUbject, i.e. it does not modify a noun, as in:

96. li:I1 1t lJ ~ 'l! 't1;J (1f11f 1!; #! )
this - CL - call - to be - real - truth-plot
This is called the real truth-plot.

Lastly, sometimes, there is no numeral or demonstrative, but a
single CL modifying a noun. It is obvious, in that case, that a
numeral Yi "one" has been deleted. E.g.:

97. ~ 1:. YU ~ \Iq,.} (30/ 3~ ·i ~#i )
road - on - see - CL - lion
(He) saw one lion on the road.

Thus, in conclusion, the situation of the CL, beginning in Tang
times, is pretty much the same as the one which prevails in
contemporary Chinese.

If a CL 'has no reality outside of the numeral expression', as
Greenberg (1972) says, I think it is reasonable to date the common
use of Chinese CI only in the Tang dynasty, some time around the
9th or the 10th century A.D., and not in the Archaic period, where
there are only MW 25. The MW are first used in post-nominal
position and then moved in pre-nominal position. This word order
change occurs some time in Late Archaic Chinese, between the 5th
and 3rd centuries B.C.

As for the individual CL, they probably begin to appear under
the Han (1st c. B.C.). However, at that time, they still retain
many characteristics of the nouns from which they have issued and
they are always post-nominal. The grammaticalization process they
undergo to become real CL deprived of their original properties is
very long and is completed only in Late Medieval Chinese for a
great majority of these CL. As soon as this process is over, the CL
are moved to a pre-nominal position and widely used for quantified
NP. They also begin to be used between a demonstrative and a noun
and not only between a numeral and a noun.

The internal mechanisms of the birth of the noun classifier
system described above contradicts Erbaugh (1986) 's assumption that
this 'system is not native to Chinese', but she nevertheless might



be right when she hypothesizes that Chinese CL have been borrowed
from the Thai, and that they never become a fully automatic part of
the grammatical level. Indeed such a late development could well
have been caused by external borrowing. This could explain why we
have now, in Contemporary Chinese, many more CL in Southern
dialects - which have been in closer contact with Tai languages -
than in Mandarin (Northern dialects), in contact with Altaic
languages known not to have any classifiers.

* A preliminary version of this paper was presented at the UCSB
East Asian Linguistics Workshop on December 12, 1990. I wish to
thank the participants of this workshop who gave me valuable
comments, in particular Charles N. Li, Sandra A. Thompson and Tao
Hongyin whose kindness in providing me with relevant information in
the Dunhuang bianwen is especially appreciated.

1. The function of a CL is also to quantify the noun which follows
it. As Paris (1982) points out, it might indeed be the main
function of the CL while a secondary function would be of
qualification. See also T'sou (1973).

2. They co~re~pond to what the Chinese linguists call 1)
dUliangheng 7t ~ ~~ (measure classifiers), 2) i:iti liangci l.1J.t
.f 1t~ (collective classifiers), 3) rongliang ~ (classifiers of
content). These linguists call our CL geti liangci.tr 1/f -i i~
(individual classifiers).

4. The sentences from the oracle bone inscriptions cited here are
quoted from the books and articles by Djamouri (1988), Serruys
(1981) and Takashima (1984-1985) listed in the bibliographical
references.
5. Serruys (1981) considers that the number - either before the
noun (pattern A) or after the noun {pattern B) - must be considered
as a verb. Thus he translates f:t ~ 1:ft. if ~ 11:(sacrifice-to-Ancestor-
Xin-five-human victim) as: "When sacrificing to Ancestor Xin, make
it five human victims" and !:1:! t# .a: ~il nG\1f E- (sacrifice-kill-to-
Ancestor-Wu-penned bovine-three) as: "When sacrificing, the penned
bovines which we shall kill to Ancestor Wu will be three". This
interpretation is controversial, for there are many occurrences of
"Noun + Num + you ~ +Num", where you is a coordinating conjunction
which can never coordinate two verbs but only links two nominals



6. For a different point of view, see Yau (1986) who thinks that
the B-form is the origin of the C-form. He asserts that there is a
need to repeat the noun after the number if it was a large number.
This opinion is very debatable, as we have small numbers involved
in form C and large numbers in form B.

7. See Li Yongsui (1979).

8. See Matisoff (1982).

9. Like you "vase", ~ is not necessarily used with a number,
e.g. :
~ ~ -f; fi. ~ ~~

offer - many - woman - and - shell - string
(We will) offer many women and coupled strings of shells.
This shows that MW are nouns and not CL because "classifiers have
no reality outside of the numeral expression" (Greenberg, 1972).
10. See Liu Shiru (1961) who cites the following example, where
liang could not mean anythinCl.else but "chariot":
~ .Jk ~f z.. (~: ~ IV . 3 t )

hundred - chariot - carry - she
A hundred chariots carry her.
Another example is often cited to assume that the CL already
e2isted_in Ear~y Ar?haic: \
f9 -4::J!.- \11< (-dj ;;r,- N:1 . I~ L1I )

linen - shoe - five - pair
Five pairs of linen shoes.
However, liang means here "a pair"; thus, it is a MW and certainly
not a CL.

11. Couvreur (1890) thinks that jie has a full lexical meaning:
"ordinary". Thus, he translates "If there were a minister of an
ordinary talent ...". The translation of 25 is taken from Dobson
(1962) .
12. An example of the A-form is given in 32 (in the first half of
the sentence); an example of the B-form is:
J5 Z. i: 11) ~ l;y'iJ: ~i!:J )

give - him - grain - nine - hundred
(Confucius) gave him nine hundred (measures of) grain.

13. For an impressive list of these new MW, see Yang Xiaomin
(1988).
14. This was already the case in Pre-Archaic Chinese. The sole
difference in this regard between the language of oracle bone
inscriptions and Contemporary Chinese is that in the OB
inscriptions the patronymic names follow the kinship terms or the
titles.



15. The lists given by Yang Xiaomin (1988) or He Leshi (1989)
compiled from the Zuo zhuan are longer but they include numerous
MW.

16. There is also the following example in the Mengzi, often cited:
tJ 1, ~~ Wt -- 6 ~ Cjz.: ~ -J-. 1- }

strength - negation - can - raise - one - small - chicken
His strength is unable to raise one small chicken.
(Couvreur (1895) translates "duck" instead of "chicken").
However, as Wang Li (1958) pointed out, Ri is likely not a CL here
but an adjective meaning "small". See also Liu (1961).

17. In example 51, tou *- can be interpreted as a noun "head", the
translation then being "ten thousand head of sheep".

18. I checked the eight following texts, out of the 29 texts that
Zurcher (1977) identifies as unquestionably from the Late Han
period (the translations were done at Luoyang between 150 and 220) :
Chang ahan shi baofa jing (Taisho 13, vol. I, 233-241); Ren benvu
sheng jing (~ 14, I, 241-246); Yigie liu she shou yin jing (~ 31,
I, 813-814); Si di jing (~32, I, 814-816); Ben xiang vi zhi jing
(~ 36, I, 819-820); Shifa feifa jing (~ 48, I, 837-839); Lou
fenbu jing (~ 57, I, 851-853); PU favi jing (~ 98, I, 922-924).

19. Some linguists also cite the following example:.Jr JL ~ L't.: <~91. t.1~{{ )
thousand - CL - sheep
A thousand sheep.
But it would be better to consider zu ~ - whose original meaning
is "foot" as a MW - like tou y-.. "head"- for counting cattle and not
as a CL; the translation would be "A thousand head of sheep".

21. For a longer list of CL in Early Medieval Chinese, see Liu
Shiru (1961).

22. For the origin of other CL attested during the Early Medieval
period, see Liu Shiru (1961).

23. I checked the quantified NP in the collection compiled by Wang
Zhongmin (1957).

24. For an analysis of the CL gg under the Tang, see Wang Shaoxin
(1989) •

25. This contradicts Hashimoto (1977) who claims that 'it is
obvious that they (CL) are primarily there for avoiding the
ambiguity of monosyllabic nouns'. If it were the monosyllabism of
Chinese which caused the emergence of the CL, they should have
developed earlier, when the language was really monosyllabic and



not at a time when the monosyllabism was no longer obvious. For a
detailed critic of Hashimoto's assumption, see also Paris (1982).
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