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Classifier Declinations in an Isolating Language:
On a Rarity in Weining Ahmao

Matthias Gerner Walter Bisang
City University of Hong Kong University of Mainz

In this paper, we scrutinize a rare classifier system in an isolating language.
Weining Ahmao, a Miao-Yao language spoken in western Guizhou Province in the
PRC, inflects each of its noun classifiers in twelve basic forms and stands in stark
contrast to other isolating languages of East Asia (including other Miao languages),
in which nominal classifiers are unique indeclinable morphemes. This paper focuses
on a synchronic analysis of all aspects of the classifier system; i.e. a representation
of its phonological, semantic, and pragmatic properties as well as the syntactic
constructions in which the classifiers are involved. A data list of cognate classifiers
from four Miao languages encapsulates the uniqueness of the Ahmao inflectional
classifiers.
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1. Introduction

This paper describes the Ahmao classifier system, a linguistic rarity whose
historical development was hypothesized upon in a recent paper (Gerner & Bisang
2009). Ahmao is a Miao-Yao language' spoken by 300,000 natives in western Guizhou

We gave a talk on this topic at the international conference ‘Rara & Rarissima: collecting and
interpreting unusual characteristics of human languages’ at the Max Planck Institute for
Evolutionary Anthropology, Leipzig, March 29-April 1, 2006. Matthias Gerner is grateful for
the support of City University of Hong Kong which sponsored this research project with two
Strategic Research Grants (No. 7001921 & No. 7002188). We wish to express special gratitude
to Wang Deguang, a native Ahmao speaker who provided valuable linguistic advice. We owe
special thanks to two anonymous of Language and Linguistics reviewers who provided
valuable feedback. Warm regards also go to Noel Johnston for comments on an earlier version
of the manuscript.

In this paper, we employ the Chinese exonym Miao-Yao for the language family that is also
called Hmong-Mien. Most speakers of languages of this family live within the borders of the
PRC. As ca. 75% of the Miao-Yao speakers refer to themselves by names other than Hmong or
Mien (e.g. Qanao, Ahmao, Qoxung), and as these speakers readily accept the Chinese exonym,
we also adopt this naming convention.
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Province in the PRC. The following map illustrates the residence area of the Ahmao
people. Although Ahmao is an isolating language in which parts of speech are realized
as indeclinable one-form categories, the system of nominal classifiers is different in
having developed a twelve-form paradigm for each item.
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Map: The residence area of the Ahmao people in Southwest China

Since Greenberg (1974), scholars have recognized a correlation between the obliga-
tory expression of the singular/plural distinction and the presence of numeral classifiers:

Numeral classifier languages generally do not have compulsory expression of
nominal plurality, but at most facultative expression. (Greenberg 1974:25)

If one assumes that nouns in East Asian languages only express the concept itself
without any reference to its number, it is the function of the classifier to individuate that
concept to make it receptive to quantification by numerals. Classifiers refer to certain
cognitive properties of concepts (e.g. dimensionality, animacy, flexibility, etc.) and thus
assign them to different classes. The correlation between classification and individuation
seems to hold through all the classifier systems of East Asia and mainland Southeast Asia
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