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On Chinese “Colorless” Nouns Referred to Person
DIAO Yan-bin
(School of Chinese Language and Literature, Beijing Normal University, Beijing 100872)

Abstract: A “colorless” noun referred to a person, is a very unique category of Chinese nouns.
The noun is used very frequently, and it has three prominent characteristics: general meaning,
strong adhesiveness and strong selectivity to the modifier. In high-frequency use, this kind of
noun also has undergone some developments and changes, mainly in the form of combination
from non-independent use (prefixed or used as a modifier) to independent use, in a process
accompanied by fuzziness and drop of inherent semantic features. The focus on these “less
researched words” reflects the shift from “grasping the big and letting the small go” to “not
abandoning anything no matter whether it is big or small” in research orientation, and it is also
helpful for the classification and research of Chinese nouns. In addition, this analysis is a good
window to observe the development of modern Chinese.

Key words: colorless words; noun; grammar
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