III. MEASURE WORDS

A. Characteristics:

1.

Measure words (M) are a grammatical necessity in linking a specifier and/or quantifier
with a noun. They can also be used in measuring functive verbs (to measure the number
of occurrences, time duration, etc., cf. B.9)

Measure words are front-bound, i.e., must be preceded by a specifier and/or number.

With the exception of "verbal measures" and "quasi measures," the measure word is
followed by a noun, either explicitly or implicitly.

B. Types:

l.

C Classifiers (numeratives): The most common kind of M have no semantic content,
but are related to the shape, kind, or some other property of the associated nouns. While
they are rare in English ("a hAead of cattle," "a loaf of bread"), they are a required
grammatical category in Chinese.

The word order involving measure words is: Sp-Nu-M-N

—AH —ERET —EEE HW k4 &M

If a N has more than one meaning (even though the different meanings differ only in
nuance), the C measure used with it will indicate which meaning is intended. This point
is actually circular: one might also say it's the different C measures that impart the
different meaning to the same N:

—3#[ ] (doorway) — 5311 (the door itself)

—[1i& (a course) — 718 (a class session) (see also B.10)

—i.(> (heart, emotions)  — F {F/[» (pure, consistent intention)

— 2% (aspiration, desire, will, e.g. 2{A—%%.[) "united in aspiration")

C' Classifiers associated with V-O compounds: Differs from C only in that the M is
associated with the V as well as the O, and therefore the M may vary depending on the

meaning of the V-O. In other words, the M is not a measure of the N per se, but of the
V-0.

WA B-LUREONIE  BKERE T —BELE
SR 5EET O URENRS TSR koEKE

Q Quantifiers (units of measure): Quantifiers measure length, weight, distance, etc., and
have parallels in English. The N logically associated with the M is often unstated, e.g.:

J\TEEE) =78 GRE)
This type of Nu-M is also frequently followed by a SV like & ~ K ~ #H > e.g.:

FkCGE) AT =R R(K)
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In a sentence about the size, height, weight etc. of a certain thing, the correct verb is 5
and not 3£, e.g.:

not: @RI © but: flIHNERE -

Nu Numerical measures: F ~ T ~ /7 ~ {Z. These round numbers are like Ms in three
ways:

a) they are bound forms.

b) when preceded by the number 2, /] as well as —. can be used. (In the standard
Sp- Nu-M-N pattern, if the Nu is 2, it is normally expressed by ¥ and not —.. Cf.IV.1.)

¢) With a limited number of nouns (A ~ %:42) preceded by a large round number, the
Nu-M serves the grammatical function of both Nu and M, and no additional M is

needed, e.g. = H () A~AT (4) #4 -

Abbreviated round numbers: The last round numerical measure (F ~ H ~ 1) or a
quantifier measure (e.g. & ~ /4473 ) is often omitted in colloquial speech, and is
understood to be the next unit down from the immediately preceding M.

—FHE/~Th: —~Thvs —~TFHE
B~ AT GO -
52 L CE) — K -

BT A\ DA R 57 2

Pitfall: The large round numbers /3 (10,000) and {Z. (100,000,000) require some mental
gymnastics when translating between Chinese and English.

Ct Containers (called "temporary M" in some mainland Chinese grammar books): Like
the Q type, the Ct also actually measures objects, but it does so through "containers,"
which are usually 3-dimensional, but can also be 2-dimensional. Ct measures are derived
from nouns, which usually have the suffix - in its nominal form (e.g. Fi¥L/K vs. MR

1)
—RHER &bz SR R

— 53 (a banquet with X number of courses served to one tableful of guests)

G Groups: the G measure implies some unit more than one, and have parallels in
English.

—i =R MEY) it

— IR (note unusual meaning of #F) — X ARG

Pitfall: "Pair" is translated into different Chinese measure words depending on the noun

being measured: —XfKZE ~ —RIIRE ~ —EBIFE ~ — T ~ — KT
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7. P Partitives: grammatically the same as G measures, but semantically the opposite.
RERE —EM AN RBCF K — A

8. T Temporary measures (nouns): Like Ct measures, T measures are also nouns, but they
are not actually used to measure things, but rather used figuratively, implying "all over,
filled with..." T measures are often borrowed from nouns directly and therefore may be
two syllables (vs. Ct measures which are usually one syllable). The Nu preceding a T
measure is always — (meaning "whole/all," as in — K F[iff, and is therefore actually a
pseudo number), and —- T-N is synonymous with {#-T(#J)N. Sometimes, there is a
preference for either —- T-N or J#i-T("J)N; sometimes only one of the two is
idiomatically acceptable.

—5fi —kBA% ﬁif —Hi by % — L FPEHL (compare with — EL3)
— PR F V&t 7S (not Wil 7) W HE (not —REEAE )

9. 'V Verbal measures: V measures quantify actions and follow verbs. They are generally
not followed by nouns. If a V measure is followed by a N, that N is usually the object of
the V and not something quantified by the M.

M—F 45y fTTHEE
T —%& %P A7 —# HAR

10. Qs Quasi measures: Qs measures are like nouns semantically, and generally translate
into "quantity-nouns" in English. But we call them Qs measures in Chinese because they
function like Ms in that they follow specifiers and/or numbers directly, without another
intervening M. A Qs measure is not preceded by another M, nor does it precede a N to
quantify it.

ARAE JL% K EAFEE MK # 4k
XAFE+FHIR (4 also functions as a N, cf. near end of section B.1. )

C. Pitfalls:

1. Forgetting to insert an M when it serves no semantic function. The C type is particularly
prone to this pitfall.

2. Associating the wrong M with the given N, especially when the noun is used in its
abstract sense (—#&H1E ~ — i ~ — %0 > —HIFL). Sometimes the matching is
simply by custom rather than logic (e.g. the different measure words for "pair," cf. B.6.).
See "Measure Word Associations" for examples.

3. Over-using the generic M N, e.g. *— P H{TZ (should be i H1T% or —EEEHITH)

4. Misconstruing a Q measure, Nu measure, or a Qs measure as noun, and adding another M
in front of it.

T~ R~~~ AH :not =P/ H (should be =4 H)
B~ T~ 7 ~1Z : not ;I J5 (should be [ J7)
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There is an exception with the numerical measure {/,: the generic measure word ™ can
be added to highlight the nuance of "large round number," e.g. %% | A+ Z °

B~ J& ~ K (mis-analogy with H and 2 Hf|; A and &£ Hf are nouns, whereas 4 ~ J& ~
K are measure words):

not =M ~ FiiZK 5 but =4 ~ HijPUK
D. The two lists appended to this lesson serve the following functions:

1. The "Measure Word Associations" gives you a good idea of what nouns the most common
measure words are coupled with.

2. The "List of Measure Words" can be used for review of measure words that you have
already learned. As for the rather infrequent measure words that you have not yet learned,
you may just bypass them for now. For exercise, make up a phrase - similar to the
examples in this lesson - for each of the measure words that you have already learned.

E. Useful references (all available in [UP Reading Room):

1. RN G2~ > 1A B: Gives measure words for nouns within the glosses.

2. INFEXf# A B Has an appendix called & & 177, which includes explanations or
English equivalents, and examples.

3. HRYGE J\ HiA]: Has table of nouns and the various measures that each co-occurs with.

4, PRIAE 4 in S R AL iR s (BT 30 e 0 1989): a dictionary of co-occurrences
between nouns and measure words.
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MEASURE WORD ASSOCIATIONS

Some measure words have wide-ranging usage, some are used only in limited ways.

1. Measures of nouns:

£ bl —ER

o bu —ERHLES ~ —HU/INE s —EEAITE

% chang —NM ~ —H > —BEE - R - L - —HEE - —LLEE
B chuan —HEHRL s —HEEE - —HFER -~ BB~ R —BES
®  dao —IEYE >~ s —E] s —EE s —ETFEE s —Em S
Woodi —m K

¥ dui —HEt s —HEEH - —HERIR

Xf o dui — Xk ~ —XPRFE S —XFETA

i  dun — R~ — R S — T

%  fen —RE ~ — ALY~ — bR s — I RE s~ TE S L E
5 fa — 5 E (limited)

gl fu —HIFE ~ —FIIRE - — I~ — 8RR mEL ~ —RBIZK - —BIR B
o jia — ML ~ —ZENEE ~ —ZEIEAH L

#  jian —HRR s — ALY~ — L
& jie FHESIN ~ XSS ~ §aElE
#  juin —&HJL >~ —EITE ~ —EFHK
k18 REAE ~ XEAY) ~ XEHE

% I Lk
Bo omé Rk, Kol (imited)
Hoopi HETA PR iR

f@ pian  —REX ~ —RIRX > —RiE

#  qun —HEA > —BEE - —HET -~ —HREE - — Y
f shu — R B ~ — R G

X shuang  —XEEF ~ —XUKF ~ —AUE ~ —XOURIG

e tan —HEJe ~ —HEI ~ — ¥ TAE ~ — P

E  tao —E5H

4 tiao — R ~ — R~ — KM —FRHEE S —FE >~ —REK S — R
tuan —Hl% ~ —HI48 ~ —HFIK

fii  wei — % A

i xiang  —IIAZ ~ —WFH S I LE ~ —BiES

2 zhan — 24T (very limited)

gk zhang  —iKEE ~ —IKRIDE ~ —9KME ~ —5kK ~ —5K N
fE zhéen  —REX ~ —[EEFE - —FEW
Bt zhuang —FfFEE]H (very limited)

II. Measures of verbs:

fii  dun FI— ~ F—f ~ HEPE—Wi

o Wie— e - Bn— o BB

i tang Re— i ~ Bk~ SE— AR PG ~ KT

Toxia R FEF AT

III. Indefinite Measures:

&)L diar — S s —SJLERE s — SRR s HE— S EE AL XA — AL
B oxie K s SR —REREIL S BRRLLR - B S 2oL T K~ Bk U
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LIST OF MEASURE WORDS

The relative rankings of measure words are given in the third column: B (basic), I (intermediate),
and A (advanced).

The fourth column lists the types of measure words, as follows:

C: Classifiers (numeratives) P: Partitives

C": Classifiers associated with V-O compounds T: Temporary measures (nouns)
Q: Quantifiers V: Verbal measures

Ct: Containers Qs: Quasi measures

G: Groups

For some measure words, the type given is not absolute. That is , some may be used in more than one
sense, each falling into a different type, e.g. 3k : —3L4: C, —3L{57K Qs; and some simply fall in
between two types, e.g. #& "aroll of..." G/Ct. The classifications of measure words are given to help you
understand what they mean, how they are used, what grammatical restrictions there are. It is not
important that you know which classification each measure word belongs to, as long as you can use it
correctly. In fact, there are different ways to classify measure words. Some grammar books in main-land
China categorize measure words into just four types: noun measures, verb measures, temporary
measures (= T and Ct types in our system), and indefinite (quantity) measures (e.g. —£&, — & JL).

This list is rather comprehensive, though not exhaustive, especially in the categories of quasi-measures
and verb-measures.

1A pinyin rank type i din B V B kuai B CQ Bt suw0 I C
M % bazhang A V S duo 1 C % ei I G & tai I C
B ba B C & fan AV X limi I Q Pt tan A Ct
JE ban B G ax fen B Q H I B Q M tang 1V
ﬁ'} bang A G % fen 1 C K Ii I C = taio I G
s bang A Q E) feng B C (53} liaing I Q % tao B C
H, bao I Ct i fu 1 C L] liang B C S tou B C,Qs
¥ b B Ct g O 1 G 5l lie 1 Qs wan 1 G
= bei B Q A~ ge B C 2k bl I G o wan B C
#E b A Qs fR en B C £ mao B Q fii wii B C
/N bén B C N7 gongjinB  Q ¥ mé A C BF wuzi B Qs
%2 b B G ANH gongliB Q M mén B C T xia B V
% bian BV /NI gongqing A Q % mi B Q i xiang A Ct
B bu I P B eu A C M mian I Qs Wi  xiang 1 Qs
i ce 1 Qs L3 guo B C 4 miao 1 Q 124 xie B P
2 cng B P T hang 1T G %4 ming I C iR yan B V
7 chang B C' ZX haiomi A Q H mua I Q R yang I G
%Z  che B Ct B hao B Qs H pai I G & yuan B Q
53 chéng 1 Q & hé 1 Ct pan I Ct FE+F yuanzil N
R chi I Q E]| hui B V Py pétn B C = zhan A C
¢} chuan A G fk huwo A G it pi I G gk zhang B C
w o B V % jia B G Pt  piipi I C & zhang I Qs
23 cu A G P21 jia I C =) pian B C < zhang 1 Q
~f con I Q [A] jan B C I pian B C [pte zhen 1 Qs
B oo I G # jiam B C #i ping B Ct ¥ zii B C
N dai I Ct i jiao B Q H{ gt I Qs H  zhi B C
7 dio B V B jilo B NV | g A C B zii A C
M dao B C H o jie B C T35 qianké A Q 4 zhi A C
] di 1 P B jie I Qs % quan I V pit zhongB G
I=3 dian B P ' jm B Q picd qon I G ¥ zhu 1 C
T dng A C CTI B C 5 shen I N i zhuang A C'
53 du 1 Qs # juan A Ct Iz sheng BV g zhuang A C
Jt+ duzi B N B ke B C =] shou I C A zhuo B C
1243 duan B P i ke 1 C F shou B C JRE zuo B C
HE  dui A G % k B Q i shu A G

*f di I G = ke B Q N shuangB G

ifi din I Q ] kou B C % sui B Qs
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