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If we use the term ‘isolating’ in what is perhaps its
simplest and most often used sense - referring to
whether the words of a language are mostly mono-
morphemic (see Classification of Languages) — then
Chinese can be considered only a moderately isolat-
ing language, because Chinese has at least as many
multimorphemic as it has monomorphemic words.
The term isolating, however, has also been used to
refer to whether the morphemes of a language are
clearly identifiable, defined by the following proper-
ties: (1) whether morpheme boundaries in the lan-
guage are sharply defined, (2) whether there is only
a single distinct morphemic identity represented with-
in a defined morpheme boundary space (i.e., the ex-
tent to which there is no overlapping exponence; {see
Classification of Languages), and (3) whether mor-
phemes in the language have a single, invariant pho-
nological form. If we define an isolating language
based on an identifiable morphemes criteria, then
Chinese scores relatively high-on the ‘isolating lan-
guage’ scale. It can be profitably studied using both
definitions of the term.

Isolating Defined as Having
Monomorphemic Words

The definition of isolating language as monomorphe-
mic relies on whether words in a language appear
without the obligatory affixation of grammatical mor-
phemic information. This property was intended to
contrast with languages such as Russian and Latin in
which word roots are generally bound content forms
that require affixation of grammatical morphemic in-
formation (indicating such properties as case, number,
or gender) when they occur in context. For example the
Russian root for ‘book’ (knig-) must be augmented
with an inflectional ending that reflects case or number
(knig-u book-ACC.SING; knig-i book-NOM.PL), and
cannot appear as a bare stem in isolation.

Languages like Chinese whose words occur
without such obligatory grammatical marking are
considered isolating because the words in such lan-
guages may appear in bare form without the necessity
of adding morphemic information. The absence of
obligatory affixation means that words in such lan-
guages will tend to contain fewer morphemes on
average, giving rise to the monomorphemic word
definition of isolating language.

As it turns out, many (if not most) Chinese words
are in fact dimorphemic, consisting of either (1) two
free content morphemes (compound word), (2) one
free and one bound content morpheme or two bound
content morphemes (bound root word), (3) a free or
bound content morpheme plus a word-forming affix
(derived word), or (4) a free content morpheme plus
an inflectional affix (grammatical word; see Packard,
2000 for further details). However, most dimorph-
emic Chinese words are either compound words or
bound root words, and so the multimorphemic status
of Chinese words is generally not due to the presence
of affixation. Moreover, when Chinese words do con-
tain affixes, they are never obligatory in the sense that
they are required in the default case, as seen in the
Russian example above.

Chinese affixes are, nonetheless, sometimes obliga-
tory in an alternative sense: if a property in question
is selected to be expressed by the speaker, then the use
of the affix concomitant with that property is a re-
quired element. Some common examples of this
obligatory marking of an optionally selected property
in Chinese are the use of classifiers with nouns, the
marking of plural numbers on human pronouns, and
the use of aspect marking on verbs.

Classifiers are word-forming morphemes that are
required when nouns are modified by a number
and/or a determiner. For example, the noun shu
‘book’ generally occurs in context in bare form with
no grammatical marking whatsoever. But when shu is
modified by a number such as san ‘three’ or a deter-
miner such as na ‘that,” the classifier ben ‘volume’
must occur between the modifying element and the
noun, yielding san-ben shu and na-ben shu for ‘three
books’ and ‘that book’ respectively.

In the case of human pronouns, the personal pro-
nouns wo ‘I/me,’ #i ‘you,” and ta ‘he, she’ are obliga-
torily marked with the plural suffix -men when the
referent is plural in number, to yield women ‘we, us,’
nimen ‘you (pl),” and tamen ‘they, them.’

Verbs in Chinese may occur with inflectional suf-
fixes that express various forms of grammatical as-
pect, that is, that refer to the activity profile of the
event represented by the verb. For example, the ver-
bal aspect marker -le (note that this is the -le that
affixes to and has scope over the verb, and not the
le that occurs in sentence-final position and has scope
over the sentence) indicates that the event asso-
ciated with the verb has been completed, the verbal
aspect marker -guo indicates that the event associated
with the verb has occurred at least once, and the
verbal aspect marker -zbe indicates that the action
represented by the verb is ongoing or continuous.
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In Chinese, the obligatory marking of a selected
property as seen in classifiers, human plural pronousns,
and verbal aspect contrasts with cases in which the
marking of a selected property is optional, as with
plural marking on regular human nouns. When a
human noun is transparently plural in number, the
addition of the suffix —men, which would explicitly
represent a plural number, is optional. For example,
in both of the following examples the Chinese noun
that translates into English as ‘teachers’ refers unam-
biguously to a set that contains multiple members.

(1) laoshi dou you shu
teacher all have book
‘the teachers all have books’

(2) laoshimen dou you shu
teacher-PL all have book
‘the teachers all have books’

Both examples refer to ‘teachers’ as a plural concept
but only the second overtly marks the plural number
with the suffix -men. The two examples are identical
in meaning, but the second explicitly marks the plural
while the first does not.

If Chinese is examined as an isolating language
based on its use of monomorphemic words, it is
worthwhile to consider in concrete terms where Chi-
nese should be located on the monomorphemic word
scale. The contemporary Chinese novel Shui Ru Da
Di by Wen Fan (2004; Beijing: People’s Literature
Publishing House) provides a typical sampling. If we
examine the first 100 words in the third paragraph
on page 16, we find that 51 (51%) of the words are
monomorphemic (if by token; 35 words or 47.2% if
by type), 45 (45%) of the words are dimorphemic
(if by token; 35 words or 47.2% if by type), and 4
words (4% if by token, 5.4% if by type) contain more
than two morphemes. If counted by type, 47.3%
of the words are monomorphemic, and 52.7% are
multimorphemic.

In addition, the average number of morphemes
per word token for that hundred-word sample is
1.54. This figure may be compared with the 1.06
morphemes-per-word cited for Vietnamese (perhaps
the most purely isolating language using this crite-
rion), 1.68 for modern English, and 3.72 for Eskimo
(see Classification of Languages). In sum, if the con-
cept of monomorphemic words is used as the defining
criterion, Chinese must be considered only moderate-
ly isolating.

Isolating Defined as Having Clearly
Identifiable Morphemes

To determine where Chinese belongs on the isolating
language scale using the ‘identifiable morpheme’

criterion, the first property to consider is sharply
defined morpheme boundaries. In Chinese, mor-
pheme boundaries are nothing if not clearly defined.
There is generally no question where one morpheme
ends and another one begins in any Chinese utter-
ance. Even in cases of affixation in which the phono-
logical form of the stem is affected, it is quite clear
which part of the affixed word belongs to the stem
and which part belongs to the affix.

To illustrate, consider the following examples of -e
(phonetically [or]) diminution suffixation (data from
Cheng, 1973; in IPA, tones not marked). The -er
suffix often makes only a negligible semantic contri-
bution to the derived word, but it is the affixation
operation that has the greatest phonological effect in
(Mandarin) Chinese.

The -er suffix attaches to words with varying
degrees of phonological effect on the stem and on
the affix itself. In examples (1)~(3) of Table 1, the
-er suffix is appended to the stem with the [o] vowel of
the suffix dropped in favor of stem vocalic elements,
and with no effect on the phonological form of the
stem. In (4), the [o] vowel of the suffix is dropped and
the stem final velar nasal [g] is lost, but its nasality is
retained in the form of nasalization on the stem nu-
clear vowel, that is, [@]. In (5), the [3] vowel of the
suffix is dropped and the stem final apical nasal [n] is
lost, but its nasality is not retained as in (4). In (6), we
see a stronger contribution from the suffix, since it
retains its [o] vowel. In (7), the suffix is appended
in unaltered form, and the stem final [n] is displaced.
In (8)-(10), the suffix is appended in unaltered form,
replacing various parts of the stem final, including its
complete replacement in (9) and (10).

The examples in Table 1 demonstrate that even
though suffixation of -er results in a good deal of
phonological variability on both stem and affix, in
all cases the resulting derived words contain phono-
logical strings that can be unambiguously attributed
to either the stem or the affix, and the phonological

Table 1 Some phonological effects of -er suffixation

Meaning

Noun Noun plus -er
({ar]) suffix

(1) niou niour ‘ox’

2) ua uar ‘frog’

3} ky kyr ‘song’

4) gay gdr ‘jar’

(5) p'an p'ar ‘pan’

(6) i iar ‘clothes’

(7) in ior ‘seal’

(8) kuei kuar ‘ghost’

9) ci car ‘word’
(10) pei par ‘cup’
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identities of the participating morphemes remain clear.
Thus, the sharply defined morpheme boundary aspect
of the identifiable morpheme criterion for isclating
language makes Chinese appear quite isolating indeed.

The second criterion for identifiable morphemes is

- the existence of overlapping exponence. ‘Overlapping
exponence’ refers to the occurrence of more than one
grammatical property within a single affix. For exam-
ple, in the case of the -us ending on the Latin word
Iupus ‘wolf’, where the -us encodes both accusative
case and singular number, there is no way to confer an
independent phonological identity upon a portion of
the -us suffix that encodes the accusative and a part
that encodes the singular. In Chinese, there are no
affixes that do such double duty by systematically
encoding more than one grammatical meaning in a
single affix. Therefore, Chinese is clearly an isolating
language in view of this property.

The third necessary property of identifiable mor-
phemes is invariance of phonological form. Chinese
morphemes do commonly change from their citation
phonological forms when they appear in context.
Such phonological variation, however, is virtually
always completely determined by phonological envi-
ronment. This is in contrast with languages such
as Russian and Latin, where allomorphic variation
in general is grammatically conditioned, and gener-
ally occurs independent of phonological context.
In Chinese, the shift from citation form usually
involves tone sandhi, a phonologically conditioned
change in lexical tone. Two tone sandhi rules from
Mandarin, the L tone sandhi rule and the MH
tone sandhi rule, provide an illustration (from Chen,
2000: 20, 27).

Mandarin Chinese has four lexical tones: a high
(H) tone, a mid-rising (MH) tone, a low (L) tone,
and a high-falling (HL) tone. The L tone sandhi rule
changes an L into an MH when the L precedes (i.c.,
occurs to the left of) another L. The MH tone sandhi
rule changes a nonfinal MH into an H when it follows
(i.e., occurs to the right of) by an H or an MH. In (3),
the citation tones for ‘to bury a horse’ are MH and L,
and their surface realizations are the same as their
citation forms. In (4), the tone on the word ‘buy’ in ‘to
buy a horse’ changes from citation L to sandhi MH

following the L tone sandhi rule, making utterances
(3) and (4) completely homophonous.

(3) mai  ‘to bury’
MH

mai ma bury borse ‘to bury a horse’

MH L sandhi tones = citation tones
(4) mai  ‘to buy’
L

mai ma buy borse ‘to buy a horse’

"L L citation tones
MH L sandhi tones
(5) fen shui ling divide water mountain-ridge

‘watershed’

H L L citation tones

H MH L sandhi tone forms
(intermediate,
nonrealized forms)

H H L sandhi tone forms (final

surface forms)

In (5), the citation L tone on shui changes to an
intermediate, nonrealized sandhi MH tone in accord
with L tone sandhi, and that intermediate sandhi MH
value for shui acts as input into the MH tone sandhi
rule, changing the nonrealized sandhi MH tone to a
final surface H tone. From these examples it is clear
that the phonological shape of Chinese morphemes
does undergo considerable variation, but such varia-
tion is entirely a function of phonological context.

To conclude, the reputation of Chinese as an isolat-
ing language is perhaps not so well-deserved if we rely
merely on the monomorphemic word criterion, since
the preponderance of Chinese words are multimorph-
emic. But if our criterion is how easy the morphemes
of a language are to identify and individuate, then
Chinese scores rather high on the isolating language
scale.
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