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The generalized use of classifiers/measure words in Chinese languages often leads to the claim that all Chinese nouns are mass nouns.  Cheng and Sybesma (1998, 1999) argue however that the count-mass distinction is reflected at the classifier level in Chinese languages.  In this talk, I first review the arguments that Cheng and Sybesma use, as well some potential counter-examples.  I further show, following arguments put forth by Sybesma (2008), that count nouns in Mandarin are actually marked at the lexical level.  This them raises the question of what role classifiers play in Mandarin.


Classifiers have been considered to be individuators (dividers) (see Cheng and Sybesma 1999, Borer 2005).  However, if count nouns are marked count at the lexical level (e.g., in Mandarin), the divider role that classifiers play become questionable in a language like Mandarin.  I show that Cantonese and Mandarin differ not only at the lexical level (i.e., Cantonese count nouns are not marked at the lexical level), but also at the classifier level.  Furthermore, I show that even classifiers/measure phrases in Cantonese (or for that matter in English) are not all the same; in particular, they do not all divide, suggesting that the semantics of classifiers requires closer examination.
