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How to Identify Verbal Classifiers in Archaic and Early

Medieval Chinese: Two Case Studies
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Abstract

We discuss a method of identifying verbal classifiers in archaic and early medieval Chinese
based on the analysis of two groups of words: za, zhuang, beéi and fa, hé, xing. We point out that
the task of identifying verbal classifiers is to decide whether X in the sequence “Verb (+Obj) +
Numeral + X” is a verbal classifier. We provide the syntactic structure of the sequence when X
is a noun, a nominal classifier, a verb, or a verbal classifier respectively as the basis for deciding
the grammatic identity of X. In contrast to previous work that views the two groups of words as
verbal classifiers, we argue that the first group should be identified as nouns and the second group
should be identified as verbs to better account for their distributions. Based on the analyses of the
two groups of words, we suggest that one should rely on syntactic analysis instead of semantic
interpretation of the sequence above to decide whether X is a verbal classifier.

Keywords

verbal classifiers in archaic and early medieval Chinese, numeral-noun combination, numeral-verb
combination, identification of verbal classifiers
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