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ABSTRACT. Classifiers specify a noun as focus of attention. They are not triggered by
gender-like rules, for some 40% of nouns appear without any classifier in matched Cantonese
and Mandarin narratives. Classifiers add information by appearing with the noun rather than
as a pro-form (97% Cantonese, 99% Mandarin). Sortal classifiers, e.g. 'extended object’ tivh
% are rare. Just 18% of Cantonese nouns and 3% of Mandarin appear with a sortal. Sortals
mark an event focus on new information, on objects of action verbs (63% Cantonese, 81%
Mandarin). The general classifier appears in complementary distribution with existential or
stative verbs. Cantonese uses six times more sortals than Mandarin, largely on later mentions
of the same object. Though brain imaging can map categories which roughly correspond to
classifiers, a frequency-weighted, connectionist analysis provides the best model. Keywords:
- classifiers, discourse, connectionism, Cantonese, Mandarin.

THE FAILURE OF CATEGORICAL RULES FOR CLASSIFIERS ®

Both prescriptive and theoretical grammars assume that a noun classifier appears with
every Chinese noun like gender in Romance languages. Dictionaries list the gender of every
noun, for grammatical gender is automatic, obligatory and rule-governed for every noun,
article and adjective. ? But the gender model of categorical rules fails for classifiers (which are
overviewed in Appendix 1). It fails to explain why sortal classifiers such as 'extended object-
CL' tiuh 4% are rare. Some 40% of all nouns appear without either a general or sortal
classifier when Cantonese and Mandarin speakers describe the same short 'Pear Stories’ film
(described in Appendix 2). In fact, 40% of the Mandarin speakers describe the whole film
using only the general classifier (as do 3% of Cantonese). Speakers also disagree about even
core classifiers. No two Mandarin speakers among 50 people tested agreed about which
classifiers to use for the same set of objects (Bourgerie 1996).

This variability contradicts the classical theory of meaning, dominant from Aristotle on,
which posits that each word and object possess a single, distinct defining feature (Taylor
1995). Classifiers once seemed a reasonable candidate for the Aristotlean features. Dictionary
listing of classifiers encouraged this view. When more sophisticated views of prototype
semantics superseded the classical approach, the search moved toward superordinate
categories, such as 'animal’ or 'vehicle' to subcategorize basic exemplars such as 'dog' or 'car’.
However, more detailed examination finds that few classifiers work well as superordinate
categories. Most define very heterogeneous, overlapping sets. In addition, the same object
can often take any of several classifiers (Matthews and Yip 1994:105-07). And the same
speaker may use different classifiers for the same object with no discernible change in
viewpoint. In the Pear Stories, the 2 goat, on screen for just seven seconds, is classified in
Mandarin with the 'head-CL' touv 38, the 'small animal/small object-CL' z#/ % as well as the
'extended object-CL' tigo 1§ , used also for the road and a string.

Classifier use is so irregular that sortals are not a reliable test of language damage or
development. When researchers elicit classifiers by showing a picture, e.g. three chickens,
both children and adults often respond with a bare noun, 'chicken[s]' gaj/i Z. Pressed to
answer 'how many', they often reply 'three’ with the general classifier. go/ge-{8, avoiding the
desired 'three animal-CL chickens'. (Omitting a general classifier where grammatically required
/s a valid measure of normal development.)

In conversation, even highly educated people often use a general classifier where
prescriptive grammar requires a sortal. In the Pear Stories, these included the hat, bike, goat,
and tree (1% of Cantonese nouns, 3% Mandarin). - More important, the general classifier is the
only possible choice for the overwhelming majority of nouns, not just abstractions like 'idea’ or
'revolution’, or large unique entities such as cities, lakes, or planets; but also for a huge
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probably by extension from smallness and manipulability. In Cantonese, the same character,
pronounced jek, covers both small and large animals, including horses and oxen, as well as
teeth, eggs, battleships, and phonograph records. In other cases the same character is used
as classifier for a different but related meaning. Mandarin jian [ classifies individual rooms.
In Cantonese, the same character, pronounced gaan, refers to a whole flat or building. Even
the semantics of the general classifier differ. Cantonese go [ is strongly associated with
verticality, and humans, who are 90% of its referents in the Pear Stories. In Mandarin, only
64% of the general classifier ge {8 has human referents (difference significant at p < .01).

GREATER USE OF SORTALS IN CANTONESE. Cantonese speakers unexpectedly
use six times more sortal classifiers per noun, a highly significant difference (p < .001).*
Table 2 summarizes the contrast, while Tables 3 and 4 offer details for all speakers. The 19
Mandarin narratives yielded only 35 sortals, just two per narrative on average, or one every 30
nouns. * The 30 Cantonese narratives vielded 241 sortals, 8 per narrative, one every six
nouns. Just 5% of the Mandarin classifiers were sortal, in contrast to.28% of the Cantonese.
The difference is robust, because it emerged even though the Hong Kong women told much
shorter stories. * And Mandarin, not Cantonese, serves as the high register, close to
prescriptive written style. However, the greater Cantonese usage of sortals comes largely on
later mentions of the same object.

TABLE 2 SORTAL VERSUS GENERAL CLASSIFIERS

CANTONESE MANDARIN
Sortals -- mean per narrative 8 2
Percentage of classifiers general 72% 95%
Percentage of classifiers sortal 28% 5%
Ratio of general to sortal classifi ers 2:1 20:1

GREATER RANGE OF SORTALS. The Cantonese aiso use a 15% greater range of
sortals, 14 compared to 12 in Mandann Five (35%) are distinctively Cantonese: 'tree-
vegetable-CL' for the pear trees po & 'lump-CL' gaauﬂg for the rock and a ball;
'performance-CL' cheut i and 'set-CL' tovE for the film; and ‘burst-CL' johk f% for a
breeze. Cantonese classifier dictionaries show even greater difference. Some 62% of the
sortals in the most comprehensive classifier dictionary do not exist in Mandarin, or differ
substantiaily (Killingley 1982); 68% are differ in another source (Zeng 1982).

Cantonese also has a greater overall range of sortais in common use. Mandarin, closer
to the written language, is the favorite of dictionary makers. One ciassifier dictionary lists 199
classifiers, 76 of them sortal (38%) (Wang and Wu 1989). A teaching grammar of 'the 143
most commonly used classifiers’ lists 66 sortals (46%) (Jiao 1993). Cantonese has well over
80 sortals. One guide lists 87 classifiers, 59 sortal (69%) (Zeng 1982). The most extensive
classifier dictionary lists 157 classifiers, 102 of them (65%) sortal, or a combination of sortal
and measure (Killingley 1982). Cantonese appears to have a greater range of classifiers for
transient events such as smells, sounds, and flashes of light.

Size and shape classifiers have attracted much attention, especially for Mandarm They
form 27% of classifiers |n the Pear Stories, appearing on just under 1% of nouns (tiaol& , kuai
§ duan g , pian H‘ ). Cantonese size and shape classifiers comprise 14% of sortals ( gaau
&, tiuh %, faai 8, dyuhn B} ). This lower percentage merely reflects the greater range of
classifiers. Size and shape is at least as important in Cantonese, for they appear on 2% of
nouns.

Cantonese and Mandarin speakers mention almost exactly the same objects and
events. But they differ in which objects take a sortal, and which sortals they choose (Table 5).
The five most frequent Cantonese classifiers account for 81% of all tokens. In descending
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