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“A classifier categorizes a class of nouns by picking out some salient
perceptual properties, either physically or functionally based, which are
permanently associated with entities named by the class of nouns; a measure
word does not categorize but denotes the quantity of the entity named by a
noun.” (Tai and Wang 1990:38)
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Semantic and Cognitive Basis of Chinese Classifiers:

A Functional Approach
Yi-Min Tien Ovid J. L. Tzeng Daisy L. Hung
National Chung Cheng University National Yang-Ming University

National Yang-Ming University
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“Autonomy of grammar” is a fundamental notion in Chomsky’s theorizing.
For him, language is internally modular and autonomous of other cognitive
systems. For functional grammarians, however, language is a cognitive system
derived from a more general cognition. To test the autonomy hypothesis, we focus
on the Chinese classifier. We combine data independently collected from a
noun-feature rating task and a classifier judgment task for multiple regression
analysis. Results indicate that subjects use noun feature as a valid cue in
acceptability judgments of classifiers. In the semantic verification task, real time
analysis provides further support for a feature-comparison process. In classifier
elicitation, we manipulate the salience of noun feature and find that production of
the classifier shifts from one original category to another. These findings show
that the classifier system reflects human conceptual structure and categorization.
From a functional grammar perspective, we discuss the autonomy and functional
perspectives of language, and criticize the paradoxical notion of ‘neutralized
classifier’.

Key words: autonomy, functional grammar, classifier, noun feature, neutralized
classifier
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