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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) 

  
2. Measure words are front-bound, i.e., must be preceded by a specifier and/or number.   
  
3. With the exception of "verbal measures" and "quasi measures," the measure word is 

followed by a noun, either explicitly or implicitly. 
 

B.  Types: 
 
1. 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 head 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 
  
         
  
 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:   

  
  (doorway)    (the door itself)    
  (a course)    (a class session)  (see also B.10) 
  (heart, emotions)   (pure, consistent intention)  
  (aspiration, desire, will, e.g.  "united in aspiration") 
  
2. 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-O. 

  
        
          
  
3. 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.: 
  
  ( )  ( ) 
  
 This type of Nu-M is also frequently followed by a SV like e.g.: 
  
  ( )  ( )    ( )  
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 In a sentence about the size, height, weight etc. of a certain thing, the correct verb is  
and not , e.g.: 

  
   not:    but:   
  
4. Nu   Numerical measures:  .  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.) 
  
 c)  With a limited number of nouns ( ) 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.  
 
Abbreviated round numbers:  The last round numerical measure ( ) or a 
quantifier measure (e.g. is often omitted in colloquial speech, and is 
understood to be the next unit down from the immediately preceding M. 
 

    /  vs.  
  ( ) ( )  
  ( )    
  ( )( )  
 
      Pitfall:  The large round numbers  (10,000) and  (100,000,000) require some mental 

gymnastics when translating between Chinese and English. 
 
5. 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.  vs. 

). 
  
          
  (a banquet with X number of courses served to one tableful of guests) 
  
6. G   Groups:  the G measure implies some unit more than one, and have parallels in 

English. 
  
        
  (note unusual meaning of )    
  
 Pitfall:  "Pair" is translated into different Chinese measure words depending on the noun 

being measured:    
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7. P    Partitives:  grammatically the same as G measures, but semantically the opposite.   
  
          
  
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 , and is therefore actually a 
pseudo number), and - T-N is synonymous with -T( )N.  Sometimes, there is a 
preference for either  - T-N or -T( )N; sometimes only one of the two is 
idiomatically acceptable. 

  
         (compare with )

    not   not   
  
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. 

  
          
           
  
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.   

 
                  
        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 ( ).  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 , e.g. *  (should be  or ) 
  
4. Misconstruing a Q measure, Nu measure, or a Qs measure as noun, and adding another M 

in front of it. 
  
 not   (should be ) 
 not  (should be ) 
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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.  

  
  mis-analogy with  and ;  and  are nouns, whereas 

 are measure words): 
  
   not but  

 
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 IUP Reading Room): 

 
1. :  Gives measure words for nouns within the glosses. 
  
2. :  Has an appendix called , which includes explanations or 

English equivalents, and examples.  
  
3. :  Has table of nouns and the various measures that each co-occurs with. 
  
4.  ( 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. 
 
I.  Measures of nouns:  

 b[i  
 b]u  
 ch[ang  
 chu]an  
 d]ao  
 d<i  
 du<i  
 du]i  
 d]un  
 f]en  
 f>u  (limited) 
 f]u  
 ji]a  
 ji]an  
 ji]e  
 ju[an  
 l]ei  
 l[`  
 m>ei  (limited) 
 p<i  
 pi<an  
 q>un  
 sh]u  
 shu<ang  
 t<an  
 t]ao  
 ti>ao  
 tu>an  
 w]ei  
 xi]ang  
 zh[an  (very limited) 
 zh<ang  
 zh]en  
 zhu<ang  (very limited) 

 
II.  Measures of verbs: 

 d]un  
 f<an  
 t]ang  
 xi]a  

 
III.  Indefinite Measures: 

 di[ar  
 xi<e  
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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.  C,  Qs; and some simply fall in 
between two types, e.g.  "a roll 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. , ). 

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

 p<iny<in rank type 
 b<azhang  A V 

      b[a      B C 
 b<an B G 
 b<ang A G 
 b]ang A Q 
 b<ao I Ct 
 b<ei B Ct 
 b]ei B Q 
 b]ei A Qs 
       b[en      B C 
   b[i        B G 
       bi]an    B V 
 b]u I P 
 c]e I Qs 
 c>eng B P 
       ch[ang B C' 
 ch<e B Ct 
 ch>eng I Q 
   ch[i      I Q 
   chu]an A G 
       c]i        B V 
 c]u A G 
 c]un I Q 
 cu<o I G 
 d]ai I Ct 
 d<ao B V 
   d]ao      B C 
 d<i I P 
   di[an     B P 
   d[ing    A C 
 d]u I Qs 

 d]uzi B N 
   du]an    B P 
 du<i A G 
   du]i      I G 
 d<un I Q 

   d]un      B V 
   du[o      I C 
   f<an      A V 
 f<en B Q 
   f]en      I C 
   f<eng    B C 
   f>u        I C 
   f]u        I G 
   ge  B C 
   g<en      B C 

 g<ongj<in B Q 
 g<ongl[i B Q 
 g<ongq[ing A Q 

   g[u      A C 
 gu<o B C 
   h>ang    I G 

 h>aom[i A Q 
   h]ao      B Qs 
 h>e I Ct 
   hu>i      B V 
   hu[o      A G 
 ji<a B G 
   ji]a       I C 
   ji<an     B C 
 ji]an B C 
   ji[ao     B Q 
 ji[ao B N,V 
   ji>e       B C' 
 ji]e I Qs 
 j<in B Q 
 j]u B C' 
   ju]an     A Ct 
 k<e B C 
 k<e I C 
   k]e        B Q 
 k]e B Q 
   k[ou      B C' 

   ku]ai     B C,Q 
 l]ei I G 

 l>im[i I Q 
   l[i        B Q 
 l]i I C 
   li[ang    I Q 
 li]ang B C 
 li]e I Qs 
 l[` I G 
   m>ao     B Q 
 m>ei A C 
 m>en B C 
   m[i       B Q 
   mi]an    I Qs 
 mi[ao I Q 
 m>ing I C 
 m[u I Q 
 p>ai I G 
 p>an I Ct 
 p>en B C 
   p<i       I G 
 p[i, p<i I C 
   pi<an     B C 
   pi]an     B C 
 p>ing B Ct 
 q<i, q>i I Qs 
 q[i A C' 

 qi<ank]e  A Q 
 qu>an I V 
 q>un I G 
 sh<en I N 
   sh<eng  B V 
   sh[ou    I C 
 sh[ou B C' 
   sh]u      A G 
   shu<ang B G 
 su]i B Qs 

 su[o I C 
 t>ai I C 
 t<an A Ct 
   t]ang   I V 
   t]ao     I G 
   ti>ao    B C 
   t>ou     B C,Qs 
 tu>an I G 
 w[an B C 
   w]ei      B C 

 w<uzi B Qs 
   xi]a       B V 
 xi<ang A Ct 
   xi]ang   I Qs 
 xi<e B P 
 y[an B V 
   y]ang  I G 
   yu>an  B Q 

 yu]anzi I N 
   zh[an   A C 
   zh<ang B C 
   zh<ang I Qs 
   zh]ang I Q 
   zh]en   I Qs 
   zh<i      B C 
 zh<i B C 
 zh<i A C 
 zh[i A C 
   zh[ong B G 
   zh<u     I C 
 zhu]ang A C' 
 zhu]ang A C 
 zhu<o B C 
   zu]o      B C
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