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The Grammaticalization Path and Semantic Extension Mechanism of

Chinese Cross—Category Measure Word Fen
Zhang Fan

Abstract: The cross-category measure word Fen (  lit. Split) can be used as the unit for
length, weight, area, money, radian and time. In order to explain how it develops such rich
functions, this paper firstly examines the original meaning of Fen by analyzing its grammati-
calization process and reasons, and found that it is derived from the verb Fen. Then, this
paper compares Fen with other measure words with similar characteristics, and figures out
three mechanisms which had driven the common diachronic meaning development of measure
words: “metonymical extension”, “metaphoric extension” and “metonymy-metaphor-com-
pound extension” . Finally, this paper proves that the ability to carry out “metonymy-meta-
phor-compound extension” is the key factor which makes Fen the most powerful cross-cate-
gory measure word.

Keywords: measure word; quantifier; metonymy; metaphor; “metonymy-metaphor-compound ex-

tension”
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