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Preface

For the past half century, Anglo-American *‘philosophy’” has carried the
pejorative/honorific *‘linguistic analysis.”” Chinese philosophy, christened
“‘nonlinear’’ and championed by a romantic countercuiture, has played the
part of the antithesis. This book, in presenting Chinese philosophies of
language, challenges that distinction as a way of understanding Chinese
thought. Its hypothesis is that Chinese thought is like modern Western
thought in that both philosophical traditions focus on language and its role
in cuiture; Chinese thought differs radically from traditional Western
thought {as Chinese language differs from Western language) in what it
says about language and culture.

The stereotypical contrast of Chinese thought and “*analytic’” Western
thought has blinded Sinophiles to the ways in which attention to philoso-
phy of language can aid in understanding Chinese philosophy as a whole.
Virtually all students of Chinese thought have fondly contemplated the
ways in which Chinese language might explain the differences in Chinese
thought, but few convincing stories bridging language and thought have
emerged. The chapters which follow set out to tell a plausible story in a
focused example (the thought of Kung-sun Lung) by a less ambitious,
more indirect strategy. The narrative focuses on philosophy of language as
an explanatory link between language and other philosophical theories.
The strategy is suggested by insights into language and thought derived
from contemporary Western philosophy of language.

The *‘linguistic turn’’ in Western philosophy has raised the suspicion
that the traditional perennial problems of philosophy are, in some sense,
based on assumptions about language. Plato’s views about definitions,
meanings, and truth are held to explain both his formulation of the
one-many problem and his theory-solution based on abstract forms (uni-
versals and instantiations). The Cartesian and Empiricist views of the
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mind-body problem, philosophy of mind, and theory of knowledge are
undergirded by a peculiar view of language—including the identification
of meanings with mental representations (ideas) akin to sensations. Neo-
Kantians are seen as substituting the effects of language for the structuring
activities of the mind in presenting phenomenal experience.

This view of the nature of philosophical problems is controversial,
and I do not intend directly to argue for it in these pages. However, the
very possibility of such an explanation of traditional Western philosophy
should warn against any assumption that absence of these traditional
philosophical concerns is evidence of nonrational thought. (And, of
course, absence of such philosophical preoccupations by Chinese philoso-
phers does not prove that the traditional problems are nonrational either.)
The “*philosophical problems are problems of language’” view shows us
that there could be a coherent theory of language which (1) could plausibly
have been held by Chinese philosophers given their language and (2)
would be less likely to motivate the traditional theories of abstract reality,
mental representation, private meaning, propositional knowledge, and
. cognitive minds. :

We understand the relation of thought and language in ancient Chin
when we can present an account of the theories of language as influenced
by the actual language and then an account of other philosophical issues as
influenced by acteal and implicit theory of language. The picture of ancient
Chinese thought which emerges is significantly different from the accepted
view. Radical reinterpretation is not the goal, however. This study revises
the standard interpretation of Chinese thought only when that interpretation
seems to have imputed an interest in issues which (1) are likely to have
been generated by linguistic forms or theories about language which are
absent in classical Chinese, and (2) are incompatible with other well-
confirmed interests and approaches (on the standard interpretation).

The case for this strategy is buttressed by the fact that ancient Chinese
thinkers shared modern Western philosophy’s intense interest in language.
Chinese theories of language have been largely ignored in traditional inter-
pretations both because of their difficulty and because of the obscurity of some
central texts {the Neo-Mohist Canon) which contain most of the technical
detail of Chinese theories of language. The failure to understand the Neo-
Mohist Canon, in turn, hindered understanding of Chuang-tzu and Hsiin-
tzu, who have the obvious focus on problems of language but presupposed
{and drew heavily from) the Neo-Mohist treatment of linguistic issues.

This study touches on many contrasts in philosophical interests.
However, it concentrates on one classical issue—the one-many problem.
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Sinologists basically agree that Chinese philosophy has no obsession with
abstraction, universals, or forms characteristic of the Western Platonic
Realist view of the one-many problem. Kung-sun Lung is typically
interpreted as the exception. His ‘‘white-horse paradox’’ (*‘white-horse
not horse™”) is supposed to represent a classical Chinese counterpart to
Platonism. The locus classicus of the standard interpretation of Kung-sun
Lung is in the work of the best-known contemporary historian of Chinese
philosophy, Fung Yu-lan. The Fung Yu-lan interpretation is consciously
Platonistic. Fung suggests that the Chinesc terms ma ‘horse’ and pai
‘white’ arc being used to designate abstract objects—horseness and
whiteness, Hence the paradoxical statement should be read as *‘white-
horseness is not horseness.”” Many were skeptical of Fung’s Platonizing
interpretation, but few more plausible theories have been offered. Thus the
abstract view of Kung-sun Lung’s enterprise has come to be widely
accepted —if without much enthusiasm.,

1 will argue that there is indeed no Platonic Realism in ancient China
(also no theory of abstract sets or classes), that Kung-sun Lung does not
constitute an exception, and further, that the nonabstract orientation of
philosophy can be (partially) explained using the strategy outlined above.
The grammatical features of Indo-European languages which explain the
impetus of Platonism in philosophy of language are not found in Chinese.
Absent those motivations, there would be, I suggest, less reason to suppose
Chinese thinkers have postulated such metaphysical curiosities as abstract
or mental objects. ) ‘

Essentially, [ contend that a one-many paradigm for stating philosoph-
ical questions goes along with a count noun (nouns to which the many-few
dichotomy applies) syntax. Chinese language, during this classical period,
tends toward a mass noun syntax (based on nouns to which the much-little
dichotomy applies). Mass nouns suggest a stuff ontology and what I call a
division or discrimination view of the semantic function of words (terms
and predicates).

The grammatical explanans tends to illuminate an extensive differ-
ence in ‘‘metaphysical’’ orientation; rather than one-many, the Chinese
language motivates a part-whole dichotomy. And I argue that it helps
explain not only the absence of Platonism, but, in turn, of mentalism and
conceptualist philosophies of mind. These philosophical developments are
based on the abstract scheme for dealing with meaning {e.g., conceptual-
ism) and are even less to be expected in Chinese thought.

This study also draws from modern philosophy for its hermeneutic
method. Chapter 1 presents an argument for justifying interpretations as we -
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justify scientific theories, that is, as inference to the best explanation.
Informally, the point is that the best way to justify an interpretation (or a
philosophical view) is just to lay it out as completely and carefully as
possible, then to highlight the advantages of the view one supports over the
known rivals. '

It will be treated as a drawback that an interpretation attributes a
discredited Western traditional theory to a thinker in the absence of any
adequate explanation of what could have motivated the doctrine. The
tendency of interpreters to ‘‘discover’” such views in Chinese thinkers
seems to be connected with their own acceptance of a culture-invariant
interest in the perennial Western philosophical issues. Believing that the
problems are the genuine problems of philosophy and that they just *‘make
sense,” one charitably attributes the same insight to the Chinese thinker at
the barest textual hint, thinking, ‘‘What else could this mean?’’ The
insights of modern philosophy, in questioning these traditional issues,
tend, therefore, to expand rather than restrict the coherent ways of
assigning meanings to philosophical texts.

I accordingly regard the introduction of the discipline of phllosophy
into the study of Chinese thought as a liberating move. It gives the best
hope of making headway on a project that all seem to accept—explaining
how Chinese language influences Chinese philosophy. It is rather more
than less likely to generate fresh, non-Western interpretations and demonstrate
their relation to the unique features of Chinese language.

A defensive reaction, claiming for Chinese philosophy *‘everything
found in Western philosophy,”” tends, 1 believe, to be counterproductive.
The contexts into which these parallels are introduced fit the classical
problems so poorly that any philosophically trained reader will find the
Chinese thinkers confusing. The theoretical doctrines are attributed to
Chinese philosophers who give no coherent arguments for the theories and
demonstrate no insights into the classical positions they are supposed to be
discussing. The defense typically asserts that they held the positions but
did not believe in argument. Thus the view of Chinese thought as
“irrational,”’ ‘‘nonanalytic,”” or ‘‘inscrutable,” is forced by the very
attempt to glorify it.

There are issues of philosophy which Chinese philosophers do not
see. The issues they do see are discussed competently. There are issues in
traditional Western philosophy which no longer hold the interest of
Western philosophers. That classical Chinese philosophers never worried
such issues hardly undermines positive evaluation of their philosophical
acumen.
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Chapter 1

Methodological Reflections

Imagine a scene: A half darkened room is filled with incense and anticipa-
tion. A small huddle of humanity concentrates under the direction of a
medium who is chanting. They are contacting a dead person to talk with
him. A voice or voices are heard (perhaps that of the medium). The other
participants ask questions to which the voice responds. If successful, the
conversation should be the same as it would have been with the dead
person. It should answer questions about the attitude of the dead person to
issues which concern the participants.

The theory of the seance is that when people die their conscious life
continues. The conscious life is embodied in an entity called a spirit. The
rituals practiced by the medium or the mystic ‘‘contact’ that spirit {(a
process analogous to finding the telephone number). The spirit’s **speech”
typically goes through the medium since the spirit lacks vocal cords,
tongue, or lips with which to articulate its answers to the questions. The
answers and responses are present in the spirit, as in our living mind, as
curious things called *‘thoughts’” or “‘ideas.”” The theory usually ignores-
the question of how the spirit hears, without eardrums. Presumably a
parallel story could be told in which the spirit’s thoughts are somehow
conditioned by the thoughts in the minds of the participants. The conversa-
tion is just a convenient *‘linearization’’ of these spiritual interactions.

Now consider a second scene: The room is well lighted and dominated
by a blackboard. The only smoke is from scholarly pipes. The people
participating come from a quite different stratum of society. Papers, pens,
books, and glasses arc the main paraphernalia at this gathering. One
participant reads from a paper. The topic of the paper is also what a dead
person thought. But this is not a seance. No one here ever knew the
deceased. It is a meeting of academic interpreters—intellectual historians,



2 Language and Logic in Ancient China

philosophers, anthropologists. They are concerned with a famous philos-
opher—specifically a Chinese philosopher, perhaps Confucius.

There are no subterfuges; the speaker uses his own voice and most
typically uses he in discussing the views of the dead philosopher. He
speaks in English in expressing his view, though we all know that
Confucius spoke a precursor of modern Chinese dialects which no one now
could understand. There are questions and answers. “‘If Confucius really
meant that, why did he say . . . 7" **“What would he say about a case where

.. 7" But these do not resemble a conversation with Confucius as much
as a challenge to the speaker to defend his claim to be speaking for
Confucius—a challenge from rival interpreters.

I describe these two activities to dramatize the differences between a
theory of interpretation and a theory of spiritualism. An interpretation deals
directly with a text, not a mind. Its first task is an account of the logical
structure of that text and not directly of the psychological state of the
author. It is first a theory about how best to understand that text; second,
via some additional hypotheses, it can provide evidence for claims about
the beliefs and attitudes of the author. The first aspect of an interpretive
theory—how best to understand a text— may apply even to texts for which
we think there was no single author. We can reasonably dispute about what
is the best interpretation of a text whose compilation we agree was
accidental. The interpretation would attribute presuppositions and generate
implications of a text which no single author might have believed,
formulated, or thought about. -

One helpful metaphor used in illuminating the interpretation of texts is
that of a conversation. Interpreters are not engaged in ordinary conversa-
tion but in radical translation which requires theory construction. Theoriz-
ing, even in the natural sciences, can be viewed as conversation with
nature. But the conversational metaphor and the seance image together
lead to the confusions involved in what I call the Chinese mind approach to
methodology.

To see how the seance differs from the seminar, consider two
different senses of meaning: the meaning (significance) of an expression in
- a language, and the meaning (intention) of a person in using that expres-
sion. In an ordinary conversation, we can use clues from our knowledge of
our friends, the environment at the time of speech, or habits of expression
to help tell when someone has intended an expression to have other than its
normal meaning. In studying ancient Chinese philosophy we are under
different constraints. We know almost nothing about the psychology of the
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authors of texts except what is revealed in the texts themselves. So
interpretation cannot be based on any independent knowledge of a writer’s
psychology. Thus an intetpretation must be concerned with the objective
meaning first. Faced with apparent contradictions or conflicting approaches
in a text, an interpretive theory attempts to reconcile the contradictions or
select one of the approaches as more important, more central than the
other. We are tempted to say, *“This is what the author really believed,”
but the author might have had contradictory beliefs. That this does not
invalidate this interpretive procedure shows we are concerned with objec-
tive meaning. We need not suppose that interpretation is a process of
contact with the brain states, the thoughts, or the feelings of any supposed
writer of the sentence. An interpretation is not a claim to have done what
the medium does. It initially has nothing to do with psychological facts
about some author. Talk of, for example, what Confucius really thought
about X is just a metaphor misplaced from the seance room.

The object of interpretation is not a mind but a text. We intend to
understand the text. An interpretation is a proposal about how best to
understand it in our language. When we admit the obvious fact that there
can be many ways to understand a text, the metaphor of the seance scems
to provide us with a standard of objectivity. The ‘‘correct”’ interpretation,
we suppose, is the one which harmonizes in some way with the subjectivity
of the supposed author of the text. However, this characterization of the
goal of interpretation is quite useless in deciding between competing
interpretive theories. We have no access to the author’s mental states
except through the writings via a theory of translation and interpretation.
So to justify an interpretive theory we must appeal to other standards of
adequacy. This chapter spells out how we might construct arguments for
interpretations of Chinese philosophical texts once we have realized that
the mental metaphor is 2 useless runaround. I shall present an account of
how to justify an interpretive theory and consider the most typical objec-
tions to the application of a coherence methodology of interpretation in
dealing with Chinese philosophy.

The Coherent Theory Methodology of Interpretation
The method advanced is based on an analogy between understanding in the

sciences and in interpretation of different cultures. Consider the initial state
of a student of Chinese thought. She finds a book on some library shelf that
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is filled with inscriptions which she takes to be tokens of a written
language. The book she holds was most likely printed twenty or thirty
years before. It was set in type by reference to some other extant version of
-the text that was, in its turn, supposedly copied from a still earlier
authoritative reconstruction of what is held to have been the original. The
reconstructed version, however, was not produced by any direct contact
with this original, but by comparing, consulting, reconciling, and theoriz-
ing about a number of earlier versions. The principles used in this

_ reconstruction are sometimes conscious and deliberate and sometimes
implicit and unformulated. The earlier versions were similarly compiled
from still earlier ones (though, no doubt, the principles have changed) and
so on to hand-copied or memorized versions reaching back beyond the
horizons of textual history.

The text on the shelf was produced by someone who held an implicit
textual theory. A textual theory explains the existence of the differing
versions at present and through history. It may further postulate the
existence of a single “*original’’ which is represented by the reconstructed
version. This textual theory is an empirical theory that seeks to explain the
existence of versions of the text given an original version. Its aim is the
““discovery’’ of a particular set of historical facts; for example, this graph
was originally in this position on this line, or this sentence was added by a
commentator not the author.

In the present study the-concern is not as much with textual theory as
with interpretive theory. I rely for empirical textual theories either on
well-established tradition or on the textual research of clever textual
detectives and theorists. Choices among the different textual theories is
sometimes dictated by the ways they enhance the interpretation, and in
some cases (though rarely) I have departed from both tradition and the
authorities on textual matters on such interpretive grounds.

Interpretive theory is typically directed at the text selected by a textual
theory as the most plausible candidate for the original. We can, in
principle, interpret any of the versions of the text, and interpreting some
version does not presuppose that it is the original version. It makes sense to
say that two interpretations of competing versions of a text are both correct
for those different versions. For example, disputes about the correct
interpretation of the Wang Pi texts of the Tao Te Ching and the correct
interpretation of the recently discovered Ma Wang Tui *‘legalist™ version
of that same work need not be rivals except via the rivalry of the respective
textual theories—which version is closer to the ‘‘original.”
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There are good reasons for the usnal assumption that we are interpre-
ting the original. An interpretive theory, like a textual theory, can function
in an attempt to explain the production of the text. An interpretation
postulates a meaning for the sentences, terms, and expressions in the text
in a way which is designed to explain how the author could have come to
hold the theories hypostatized in the text. The interpretation of the original
secms important because it is the main evidence for a historical psycholog-
jcal claim about the beliefs, desires, or assumptions of the author or
authors of the text. The interpretation gives the.grounds for further
theorizing by fixing the referents of expressions in the text in the language
of interpretation—say modern English. Thus an interpretation of the
Analects furnishes evidence that Confucius believed that humans are good
if, according to that interpretation, the doctrine in the Analects entails or
presupposes that humans are good.

While the “‘best’” interpretation of the *‘original’’ is the only access
we have to historical claims about the beliefs of ancient Chinese philoso-
phers, the correctness of the interpretation does not enzail that the author
had those beliefs. We all have the experience of saying or writing
something we ‘‘don’t mean.”’ Still, the sentences we utter or write do
mean something —albeit not what we actually believe. Also, an interpreta-
tion yields the set of sentences implied by the doctrine of the text, and no
one believes all the logical consequences (most of which have never
occurred to him) of his sincerely expressed views. Besides, quite simply,
an author may lie, mislead, or deliberately confuse us. An interpretation is
a theory of the meaning of expressions which may be used in a further
explanation of beliefs but does not entail that all the ramifications of the
_ theory given by the interpretation are ‘‘beliefs” of the author.

If we assume a common psychology, the interpretive theory can be
part of an explanation of the “‘original’ text. It will explain the expressions
as arising from other expressions which are the presuppositions or reasons
for the expressions or inscriptions in our library version. It functions as an
explanatory theory via a principle of interpretation which Richard Grandy
has tagged the ‘‘principle of humanity.’’! The explanation is relative to
some audience, and we regard an explanation or interpretation as adequate
when it reveals a ‘‘pattern of relations among beliefs, desires, and the
world as similar to ours as possible.”” When we can ‘‘see’” why, for
instance, Mencius would have held some doctrine, then we have the
grounds for the explanation of the utterance of sentences of Chinese which
are consequences of his theory.
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An interpretation, then, is a theory. Like other scientific theories, we
judge the interpretation by how well it **fits’’ the facts to be explained.
There is no exhaustive and definitive criteria of the ‘‘best fit’’ of a theory to
a body of data. Philosophers of science have typically used such expres-
sions as ‘‘elegance,’’ ‘‘simplicity,”” or ‘‘neatness’ in explaining the
standards of theory choice. These standards, vague as they are, seem
necessary because there can be a number of possible interpretations which
fit the facts.

So the test of an interpretive theory, like that of a textual theory, is not
a matter of comparing that theory with either the ‘‘original” or the
psychological facts (what Confucius actually believed). We have no access
to either fact except via the theories. What we must do is compare rival =
interpretive theories as we compare rival versions of the text. Anyone who
rebuts an interpretive theory with the claim that the philosopher did not
believe what the interpretation gives as the theory of the text has begged
the question, We can only find out what some ancient Chinese philosopher
believed by comparing and finding the best interpretation of what he
allegedly wrote or uttered. '

In the case of scientific theories, we can sometimes choose from
among rival theories by testing their predictions. For most practical
purposes we do not have this technique of theory choice available to us. In
this respect, textual and interpretive theories are more like scientific
theories that explain the origin of Earth or the evolution of certain species.
These events happen only once, but the theories try to explain them on
principles which have universal application. Usually the test of theories
accounting for unique events involves the comprehensiveness of the
theoretical account. Analogously, one of the criteria of a good interpretive
theory is its coherence with more comprehensive theories about the corpus
of texts of Chinese thought.

So an interpretation of a passage in a classical Chinese philosophical
text should be coherent with an interpretation of the chapter, and that with
one of the book. Qur interpretive theory for a book, in turn, should be a
coherent part of a theory of the author’s philosophy, and that with a theory
of the school of which he is a part, which should be a coherent part of the
philosophical milieu of the time, which should be a coherent part of the
theory of that tradition of philosophy, which should form a coherent part of
one’s theory of the nature of philosophy itself. The coherence test of an
interpretation is not just relative to the doctrines, of course. We prefer an
interpretive theory which is more coherent with our theories of political
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activity, social life, religious perceptions, and so forth wherever these
overlap. '

An interpretation, as opposed to other kinds of explanation for the
production of a text, is an account of the background assumptions,
theoretical motivations and considerations, and grammatical pictures involved
in the production of the text. These explain in the sense of giving the
rationales for the philosophical claims in the book. What counts as a reason
or a rationale for some theory, as noted before, depends on our imputing to
the Chinese thinkers roughly the same kinds of relations among beliefs we
have. This is not a prejudice that ours is the only way to reason, but a
formal requirement of any theoretical approach to interpretation. If we did
not make such an assumption we should never know when one interpreta-
tion is a better explanation of the text than another. Judging among
interpretations would be impossible without the principle of humanity or
some similar principle.

The requirement that we compare interpretations with regard to how
coherently, consistently, neatly, and elegantly they explain the statements
in the corpus we call Chinese philosophy does not presuppose that the
corpus can have no contradictions in it. It does not require that all Chinese
philosophers must be consistent. But the principle of humanity does favor
an interpretation which either renders the theory coherent or gives a
coherent, elegant, persuasive account of why the inconsistency occurred,
that is, what beliefs, presuppositions, or overgeneralizations might have
led us to a similar error. :

The concept of the best interpretive explanation is thus relative to an
intended audience. It may be, for example, that a theoretically clear,
clegant explanation of a text can be expressed in the language of fiftecnth-
century Urdu pirates. Even if that were true (and discoverable), it would be
of minimal interest to us since we still have to produce an interpretation of
the pirates’ version of Chinese philosophy in English—our own concep-
tual apparatus, We might as well do it directly (though we can glean
whatever hints are available from the Urdu account). Logically, of course,
the same applies to modern Chinese and Japanese interpretations of ancient
Chinese thought.

For the present purposes, the audience is the philosophically inter-
ested English-speaking student. The explanatory background is that of the
philosophically informed native speaker of this particular modern lan-
guage. The comparative features of the study of Chinese thought are not
part of some special *‘comparative’” methodology, but the inherent require-
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ments of a theory-based understanding or interpretation in one language of
philosophical texts in another language. The interpretation must be in the
language and invoke the concepts and distinctions which are available in
our own philosophical tradition. The comparisons and contrasts drawn
with Western philosophy contribute to the informal task of explaining in
our terms the production of philosophical writings which differ remarkably,
as Chinese writings do, from our own background tradition.

Finally, an interpretive theory ncver starts from scratch. It inevitably
inherits and builds on a tradition of interpretation of Chinese. In the first
place, we get off the ground in interpreting by learning Chinese with the
aid of dictionaries. Dictionaries are partial interpretive theories for the
writings of a period in general. A dictionary purports to give us, for certain
terms of Chinese, the term or terms of English which play the same roles in
making English sentences true. Translation is not priot to interpretation in
any other sense than this—that we construct interpretations against a
background of interpretive theory in the form of translation conventions
which we take for granted until problems, contradictions, incoherencies, or
anomalies arise. Then we are likely to question a dictionary definition and
to say that in the Analects the character rao ‘way’ has some special or more
detailed interpretation than that captured in a dictionary entry. We also
build on a tradition of interpretation of the philosophical works themselves
and again usually depart only to avoid some problem in the explanation.
Innovations in an interpretive theory are motivated only by conflicts and
inconsistencies in traditional interpretations.

The ‘‘ideal’” goal of an interpretive theory can be represented as a
formalized semantic theory for the entire corpus found in the texts. It
would translate each expression of the corpus into a formula in a calcutus
from which one could ““‘calculate’” the logical consequences and presuppo-
sitions. The calculus used for this purpose would have to be particularly
precise and clear. It would have to be a language that could pair reference-
fixing formulae to Chinese expressions with more elegance than ordinary
English. Modern philosophy, in particular modern formal semantics, is
concerned with the construction of languages which have that kind of
precision and generality. Supplementing English with selected conceptual
and logical tools from philosophical analysis should help render the precise
logical and semantic structure of Chinese. The goal of such an interpreta-
tion is not a “‘literate’” translation but a logically perspicuous one that
brings to the surface the logical structure of the text. For purposes of
philosophical analysis and exposition an accurate translation is not neces-
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sarily a word-for-word translation but a translation which reflects how the
structure of Chinese sentences influences or explains the presuppositions
and conclusions of the text. Most frequently, in fact, a literal translation
hides this structure, with the result that we go from not understanding the

Chinese original to not understanding the English translation. ‘

Constructing an adequate interpretive theory is, accordingly, enor-
mously aided by use of language which places a premium on conceptual
clarity and clear distinctions. Philosophical language drawn from modern
work on logic and semantics offers a wide range of tools of analysis which
increases the means of accurate representation of the semantic structure of
the Chinese philosophical theories studied here. Our taking precision and
accuracy as desiderata in interpretive theory, again, does not assume that
Chinese writers themselves were precise or were not precise. The point is
that we have a clear account that aids our understanding only if the account
itself is relatively transparent and precise. Assuming some Chinese term is
vague, we need clear language tools to represent the broad reference
potential of that term accurately. It is no help in understanding to be as
elusive and imprecise as the original text, however much that might be a
goal of beautiful or impressionistic translation.

The interpretation which follows will not be a formal theory in the
above sense. [ will appeal to tools and distinctions from modern philosoph-
ical analysis in giving a general account of how the structure of language
affects the assumptions and outlooks of Chinese philosophy. Otherwise,
this work will take the traditional form of a narrative, running commentary
accompanied by translations. Still, the commentary will be theoretical. It is
an informal theory of the assumptions and implications, the logical
relations, and the model of reality which lie behind the philosophical
doctrines from the classical Chinese period. It will draw on technical
vocabulary when doing so can highiight the logical form of the text.
Despite the common interpretive injunction **Think like a Chinese,”’
thinking like a modern Western philosopher is the most reliable method of
stating and defending a theory of what the injunction calls for. We must,
that is, use our own language, and preferably precise and clear language, in
giving interpretive theories. An interpretive theory of Chinese thought in
classical Chinese is quite irrelevant.

Sociological, psychological, political, and other factors do enter into

the comparison of interpretations. The approach of this study itself starts
with hypotheses about some *“psychological” motivations of philosophy-—for
instance, that philosophical issues are partly shaped and generated by
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reflection on puzzles which arise when thinkers try to describe the structure
of their language. This is especially true of philosophies discussed in these
pages that concentrate on philosophy of language, logic, and mind. We
accordingly assume (1) that these texts are dealing with philosophical
problems concerning language, problems set either by language or the
implicit theories of the language in which they carried on their disputes;
and (2) that the texts are partly to be explained as contributions to a
philosophical dialectic—with some texts responding to, deepening the
insights of, challenging, or presenting alternatives to others. That is
a sociological assumption which justifies taking the texts also as falling
into schools of thought sharing certain approaches and assumptions. The
theory would, quite naturally, place texts at times that reflected their
position in this dialectic—depending on what other texts they seem to be
responding to or refuting.

Let us now consider a common objection to the method outlined here.,
In sinology the most common objection to an appeal to coherence,
consistency, or rational standards in interpretations takes the form of what 1
shall call the Chinese mind approach developed through the special logic
retort,

Objection; The Chinese Mind and the Special Logic Retort

Theories of method often face paradoxes. If they are plausible it must be
because they accurately represent the logic of the practice they are trying to
make explicit. But then they begin to appear useless. Consider the above
view that an interpretation is a theory and that a theory would be deemed
the “*correct”’ theory if it is the best of the competing theories (interpreta-
tions} of the text, and that we show which is a better theory by showing
which is more plausible, more coherent, more clear and precise an account
of how those who fashioned the texts would have come to hold the views
attributed to them by the interpretive theory. “*Surely,”” a colleague has
argued to me, ‘‘that is the way we in fact come to adopt interpretations. So
is there anyone who ought to revise her method in the light of your
reflections? Aren’t you without significant opponents?’” “‘Don’t we inevi-
tably think like Western philosophers in giving interpretations?’’

Indeed, judgments about interpretations of Chinese philosophy are
more or less in accord with the theory. The Fung Yu-lan interpretation- of
Chinese thought is influential because it is a comprehensive and uniform
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explanation of Chinese thought which we understand—since it is drawn
from Plato and the Western tradition of abstract philosophy. The Needham
interpretation, similarly, is a comprehensive vision of Chinese thought
linked by its acceptance of a post-Einsteinian and anti-Newtonian scientific
world view. In both cases the objections and reservations expressed to
these theories is that while they do offer structures which could explain
many of the philosophical theories in the tradition, they do not sufficiently
explain why those philosophers would have come to hold such outlooks
which in our own tradition are supported by elaborate theorizing and
argument. In both cases the appeal, as this methodology urges, is that it is
implausible to attribute the underlying theory without showing a rationale
for the theory from the presuppositions of these ancient Chinese philoso-
phers. -

Still, there are opponents to this methodology even though normal
interpretive practice may quite closely (and inevitably) reflect its basic
outlines. There is widespread appeal to slogans and principles in criticizing
and evaluating interpretations which are diametrically opposed to the
coberent theory approach outlined here. The cbstacle in the coherent
theory approach is the principle of humanity which requires that in the
judgment of the plausibility of the account we must take ourselves as a
model or as a guide to what is a sufficient explanation of a belief from
presuppositions, what considerations would incline us to a certain view or
outlook. The opposed slogan is that we must ‘‘think like a Chinese’’ rather
than like modern philosophers. The implied conclusion is that Chinese
philosophers have a *‘special logic’’ which blocks rational understanding
by “‘Western minds.’’ Let us consider the two slogans and their validity as
alternative methodological principles. ' '

The stogan **Think like a Chinese’’ is quite an imposing one in the
community of comparative philosophers. One hardly dares contradict it
when talking about Chinese philosophy. But I want to argue that as a
methodological suggestion it is either misleading or impossible to follow.
As a purported aid in understanding ancient Chinese thought, it is a case of
“‘going to Yiieh today and arriving yesterday.”” If we knew how to apply
the slogan we should hardly need professional interpreters. We can
establish how the Chinese philosophers in question thought only by
determining’ the correct interpretation of their writings. Fully to think
(ancient) Chinese would be to' think in that same language, and not to
interpret at all. In interpreting one must use some ‘‘home’ language
(metalanguage) or other. Earlier I argued that the home language should
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include many of the tools of modern philosophy. Thus one approach
suggests that using the resources of our own language supplemented by the
careful analytical tools of philosophy will help us in constructing clear,
coherent, illuminating interpretive theories for Chinese philosophical writ-

_ings. The other approach seems simultaneously to abandon the normal

o

purpose of interpretation, that is, rendering understanding to an audience,
and at the same time to presuppose that the audience one is addressing
already knows the interpretation— without which they could not under-
stand or apply the slogan.

The ““Think Chinese’’ slogan could, of course, be intetpreted in a
way that is consistent with the interpretive approach suggested here, It
could merely enjoin us to be consistent with our theories of the social,
political, linguistic, and religious world of ancient China and to bear in
mind the assumptions, attitudes, and presuppositions generated by the best
interpretive theory that fits that cultural background to the philosophical
texts that were produced. But if it is (as its use in criticism indicates) an
objection to the coherent theory approach and especially to taking our-
selves as models in judging what arc explanations and motivations for
holding certain theories and views, then it seems to be a theoretical sister to
the claim that the dispositions of Chinese philosophers to accept theories
are not reasonable or logical, in the ordinary (Western) sense of those
terms —the special logic retort.

The special logic retort is an informal move in arguments about the
correctness of interpretations of Chinese thought. It is used to attack
interpretations and to defend them. As an attack, it suggests that an
interpretation has relied on Western logic in reconstructing the philosophi-
cal views and hence has distorted the original intent of the Chinese
philosopher in question” As a defense of an interpretation, it provides a
catchall rebuttal to all objections that one’s interpretation is inconsistent,

‘incoherent, unclear, or imprecise.

Talk about *‘Chinese logic’’ emerged in a much earlier generation of
sinologists. It is charitable to assume that it was initially motivated by a
sincere effort to understand in a sense analogous to the one I developed
carlier, namely, giving rationales for Chinese philosophical doctrines. But
the doctrines themselves often appeared so bizarre (especially to the
missionary generation of interpreters) that they could be characterized as
reasonable only if logic were suspended or altered beyond our normal
recognition. The talk was a manifestation, 1 believe, of tolerance and
open-mindedness. '
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So ‘*special logic”” was originally thought of as a descriptive claim
with a frankly racist content: people who are racially Chinese have
different (and incommensurable) dispositions to draw conclusions from
premises. The special logic claim was used to demand tolerance from
Westerners who found Chinese philosophical theories—in a word which
has become almost a specialized vocabulary item for things Chinese—
inscrutable. Saying Chinese were illogical had a dual effect. It allowed us
both to acknowledge our inability to understand the ideas and yet to regard
those ideas as a ‘‘profound’” alternative to our own world view. We could
argue for the value of what we could not understand without threatening
our own self-image as knowers: ‘‘After all, we can’t be expected to
understand this.””’

Later generations of sinologists, sensitive to the intolerant uses to
which the special logic hypothesis might be put, have celebrated the
evidence that Chinese thinkers are in fact logical. These scholars continue
to assume that the special logic theory is a descriptive psychological claim
and that the denial of the claim is likewise a descriptive psychological
one—impugning the earlier one as being based on inadequate research or
theory. .
On examination, it will become clear that the special logic claim is not
a straightforward empirical claim about Chinese thought. It is rather more
like a methodological proposal—a hypothesis about which interpretative
strategy will be more fruitful in generating illuminating interpretations: (1)
one which holds basic logical structure constant and attributes a different
set of background beliefs and assumptions, or (2) one which makes the
background belicfs rather more like cur own and varies or denies ““logic.””

There are, of course, certain straightforward empirical questions
about Chinese logic, that is, about the existence and the content of texts
and sections of texts which on certain interpretations discuss logical
theories. But the special logic theory is hardly concerned with these. It is
instead an account of the dispositional or underlying semantic structure of
Chinese language. Of course no one would want to rule out that some
aspects of the ‘“logic’” of classical Chinese will be different from the
““logic’* which forms the ‘‘base’” of a semantic syntax for English. Logic
is a very broad subject. It includes the study of inferences embodied in the
structure of nouns, adjectives, adverbs, and tenses, as well as the study of
traditional syllogisms and standard propositional calculus. But the dispute
about logic in Chinese philosophy does not appear to be about such details
nor even about the multitude of alternative logics of propositional connec-
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tives, mereologies, or the like, We can, in principle, discover such
differences in detail— the mass noun semantics of Chinese nouns (chap. 3)
would be an example, We use these detailed observations about Chinese
logic to render the philosophical theories more consistent and coherent. A
methodotogy based on the principle of humanity- which commits us to
consistency and coherence is, however, a presupposition of any argument
for describing Chinese language in terms of an alternative logic. But the
special logic theory makes no such appeal. Rather, it says that Chinese
reasoning countenances contradiction and incoherence. In contrast with my
generation of sinologists, then, I reject *‘no logic™ or “‘special logic™
theories of this sort not because I have discovered that they are empirically
false, but because such approaches make it impossible to do interpretation.
If Western minds are incommensurably different from Chinese minds then
~ we could not discover anything at all about Chinese thought—including
the actual details of the “‘logic’” of Chinese.

The attempts to support or disprove the special logic thesis as an
empirical claim have not, therefore, been particularly successful. This is in
part due to the confusion between talk of (1) Chinese logic in the sense of
philosophical texts whose subject matter is logical inference and structure,
and (2) Chinese logic in the sense of the intellectual dispositions of people
who are racially Chinese (speakers of Chinese) to relate their beliefs to
each other and to draw inferences from evidence. There is no logical
connection between the two notions at all, A philosopher can make sound,
interesting, and coherent arguments without knowing any logical theory,
and someone with a clear command of logical theory might, nonetheless,
be a poor craftsman of philosophical arguments. So just showing that there
were very few explicit texts dealing with logic does not show that Chinese
inferential practices are radically different from our own.

The most common attempt to support the special Chinese logic thesis
as an empirical claim supporting a *‘think like a Chinese’” methodology is
to note that one seldom finds deductive or ‘‘logical’’ arguments in the
Chinese texts and that a great many of the “*arguments’ in the philosophi-
cal texts seem unconvincing to us. Derk Bodde gave such an argument
(based on the Platonic distinction of philosophy and poetry, thought and
feeling).

Chinese philosophy, because of this special emphasis upon analogy. is
rarely written in the form of logically developed essays, but usually
consists of a series of picturesque metaphors, parables, and anecdotes
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strung together to illustrate certain main ideas. Once more the result is to
make Chinese philosophy poetic rather than logical. It tries to bring
emotional rather than intellectual conviction and its main appeal is to the
heart rather than to the mind.?

The characterization is not entirely accurate (witness the philosophers
discussed in these pages), but even if it were it could not justify the special
fogic retort. If the use of analogy, metaphor, or parables to illustrate ideas
makes searching for consistent, coherent interpretations a mistake, then
very few of the luminaries of the Western tradition could be interpreted
rationally. Plato’s allegory of the cave® and Descartes’s metaphor of the
evil demon? are in fact powerful images motivating their creators’ philo-
sophical systems. Skillful use of analogy is crucial to philosophical
exposition, and there are no obvious reasons why sound arguments cannot
" be expressed poetically. In fact, so few Western philosophical classics are
written in strict fogical form that the exceptions (¢.g., Spinoza’s Ethics)
stand out like *‘cranes among chickens.’’ So unless one regards Spinoza as
the paradigm Western philosopher, we have no reason to suppose the
interpretation standards for Chinese philosophy should differ radically
from those for Western philosophy.

Another way that various scholars have tried to make sense of the
special logic hypothesis is by detailing the differences between ancient
Chinese and English grammar. Hajime Nakamura provides one of the best
examples of this ploy.

The non-logical character of the verbal expression of Chinese thought is,
of course, intimately connected with the characteristics of the Chinese
language. Words corresponding to the prepositions, conjunctions, and
relative pronouns of Western languages are very rate. There is no
distinction between singular and plural. A single character can denote
“‘un homme, quelques hommes, or humanite.” There are no fixed and
definite forms for the expression of tense and mood of verbs. There are
no cases. One word can be noun, adjective or verb.?

The observations Nakamura makes about classical Chinese grammar
are commonplace. But there is no reason to suppose that any of those facts
render verbal expression illogical. It is true that logics have been developed
which include tenses,® but the absence of tense can hardly render the
standard propositional calculus illogical. 1 know of no role for cases in
logic, and the distinction between singular and plural is surely not logically
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basic (although mereology, a logic for substances, is different from a logic
for physical objects). So there is no support for the special logic retort here.

That does not mean that these observations about Chinese philosophi-
cal style and grammar are not important in understanding Chinese thought.
It is certain that stylistic and grammatical differences, because they affect
the way philosophical questions are posed, can contribute to our under-
standing of Chinese thought. In chapter 3, I argue that the grammar of
nouns to which Nakamura refers helps explain why systems of philosophy
like Plato’s are unlikely to develop in China. Language does influence
philosophy. But differences in syntax do not justify the special logic retort.
They do not, that is, give us any reason to consider Chinese thinkers
congenitally inconsistent or to think that no coherent interpretation of their
theories is possible.

Truth and logical consequence are relative to a language. And there
are numerous inferences in a language like modern English for which no
simple and direct corresponding inference can be found in classical
Chinese (and vice versa, of course). Uncritically assuming corresponding
inferences is a common source of distortion of Chinese thought. There are,
for example, the inferences built into the meanings of individual words.
Ought and right have the property in modern English that *‘education
morally ought to be available to everyone’ entails *‘everyone has a right to
an education.”’ *“This object is round’’ entails *‘this object has the quality

of roundness.’” Such inferences are analytic (i.e., follow by meaning
~ alone) in English. '

Now if we were to translate some sentences of a Chinese text as, say,
“‘Everyone ought to have education’” and ““this is round,” we may not use
these sentences as proof that the thinkers in question advocated equal
human rights or theories of abstraction. Such inferences cannot be attrib-
uted to Chinese thinkers on that kind of evidence. The failure of these
inferences, while important to understanding the differences in Chinese
thought, does not justify the special logic retort since it does not betoken
any inconsistency in the thought at all.”

So far, then, we have found no factual justification for the special
logic retort. Chang T’ung-sun has argued at great length for the different
logic view. He says:

The differences between Latin, French, English and German grammati-
cal forms do not result in any difference between Aristotelian logic and
their respective rules of reasoning, because they belong to the same
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language family. Should this logic be applied to Chinese thought, it will
prove inappropriate. This fact shows that Aristotelian logic is based on
the structure of Western systems of language.®

Chang’s observations do little to justify or clarify the special logic
retort. It is not clear why the application of Aristotelian logic to Chinese
thought is inappropriate. All the propositional forms (A, E, I, Q) are
expressible in classical Chinese.® Some inferences licensed in Chinese
cannot be put in the form of an Aristotelian syllogism, but that does not
provide any contrast with Western languages. In fact, some of the most
important of Aristotle’s own reasoning cannot be cast in syllogistic form. '

To support the special logic retort descriptively, Chang’s claim would
have to be that Chinese regularly and legitimately token and accept
arguments which ‘Aristotelian’’ or Western logic would call invalid. But
that hypothesis gives: far too much potential for strange belicfs to Chinese
people. Suppose, contrary to fact, that Chinese reasoning regularly and
legitimately tokened arguments of the form found in Kung-sun Lung’s
dialogue: '

All yellow horses are horses.
No yellow horse is a white horse.
Therefore, a white horse is not a horse.

With a minimum of imagination, one could convince any Chinese thinker
of a plethora of weird beliefs: Confucius was not Chinese since Mencius is
Chinese and Mencius is not Confucius; chickens are not alive since snakes
are alive and snakes are not chickens. No culture that routinely accepted
such inferences could have had sagacity enough to rule that empire for two
thousand years!

Logic and Languages

The panoply of systems known as Western logic are not the logics of any
specific Western language, but are themselves ‘“artificial’” languages. The
valid inferences of such a language arc not linked to any specific natural
language. When we learn to test “‘ordinary’’ reasoning in English by some
system of logic, we learn to translate the English sentence into the syntax
of the formal language of logic. Now it is well known to all logic students
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that the classical symbolic logic of even the simple predicate calculus does
not translate exactly into English. Some examples: English and is not
always commutative, while the formal & is; *’I took off my clothes and
went to bed’’ is not equivalent to ‘*I went to bed and took off my clothes.”’
English if . . . then . . . requires the antecedent to be relevant to the
consequent; ‘‘if the moon is made of cheese then I am Rudolph Nureyev”
would not normally be judged a true conditional in English, while the
classical logical form would.!! English or is usually exclusive disjunction,
while logical v is not; we would regard it as misleading for someone to say,
**‘Either Harrisburg is the capital of Pennsylvania or Albany is the capital of
New York.”’ Natural languages like English may indeed have a logical
structure, but logicians do not claim to have captured more than a fragment
of the logic of English.

So the logic of which we normally speak is not the logic of any
specific natural language. It can be used, via translation, to test inferences
in any language. Once we do accept a translation of a sentence of English
into the logical symbolism then we can test its validity. But exactly the
same is true of German, Swahili, Farsi, and Chinese (ancient and modern).

Remembering that logical systems are themselves languages can help
us see why the special logic retort raises methodological issues—in fact
creates methodological paradoxes. Suppose an interpreter asserted that
some sentence (A) of Chinese were to be translated in formal logic as “‘P &
Q" and yet he claimed that it was both appropriate and common to deny
one of the two sentences he had translated as ““P*’ or as **Q’’ while
asserting A. Has he proved that his Chinese speakers are illogical? Or is
that the kind of result that should be taken to show that he had mistrans-
lated the Chinese connectives?'? Ultimately, any assertion of illogicality is
going to assume some translation-interpretation. And as long as an inter-
pretation is available which is not incoherent, the incoherent one is
suspect.

So the special logic retort just cannot rest on any ‘‘bare facts” about
Chinese. Its implications are methodological. .

There is, as noted earlier, a factual issue about the existence of logic
in Chinese philosophy. That is the question of whether or not Chinese
philosophers ever engaged in the study of logic or in érecting theories of
logic. That query is settled by empirical research and evidence. Of course,
Chinese philosophers might have failed to do this or might have done it in
ways that are fundamentally different from the way logic was or is done in
the West. But the existence of such theories of logic is a totally different
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issue from the special logic retort and bears on interpretation in exactly the
same way any other background theory or doctrine does. It becomes part of
the sets of beliefs with which any proposed interpretation must be coher-
ent. It thus influences our interpretation gua being a philosophical theory,
not gua explaining how Chinese people think.

Whether or not Chinese philosophers expounded theories of the
inference structure of, say, the sentential connectives (e.g., if . . . then

., and . . .) or the truth functional or modal operators of their language
{not . .., necessarily . .., all ..., some ..., etc.)is an empirical
question. If and to the degree they did so, they have theories of logic. The
empirical question can be settled by inventorying the corpus of classical
philosophical works to see if there are doctrines which, on a reasonable
interpretation, are about logic in anything like the Western sense. On the
other hand, that Chinese philosophy is logical in something like a disposi-
tional sense is not a discovery but a decision. It is a decision to propose,
criticize, and defend interpretations in a particular way, using consistency
and coherence as critical standards.

The dispositional logic claim could be viewed as empirical, as a kind
of second-level discovery. We may find that interpretations following the
rule of coherence and consistency are possible, enlightening, more infor-
mative about the culture, or suggest many new hypotheses and provoke
deeper insights. Or we may continually fail to find valuable interpretations
which are coherent. Then we should think that the special logic retort may
indeed have some merit. But then we should see that the retort can never be
a valid ehjection to any coherent interpretation. The only evidence for it is
the lack of coherent interpretations. If a given interpretation is rational and
coherent, then any claim of the innate illogicality of Chinese thought
would be undercut by the very possibility of that interpretation.

The Empirical Study of Chinese Implicit Logic

Another way to show that the special logic question is essentially method-
ological is to consider attempts to disprove it as an empirical claim. We
will find that if we were to attempt any such proof we would necessarily
end up doing what the coherent theory methodology outlines—taking our
own patterns of drawing inferences for granted in giving our account of
Chinese thought.

There are two scholars who have been engaged prominently in
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proving that Chinese thought is not illogicai or fundamentally different
from our own logic: Janusz Chmielewski and Chung-ying Cheng. Both
treat the hypothesis and its denial as empirical claims to be settled by a
survey of the body of texts that make up the extant evidence of the
philosophical thought of the period. Chmielewski, first, describes his
investigative procedure as follows:

The task I have set myself may be briefly stated in the following terms:
without losing sight of the philosophical and historical background
(which I believe is always the necessary prerequisite in sinological
research) 1 propose to single out some more or less typical forms of
reasoning (whether alrcady interpreted by others or not) occurring in
early Chinese philosophers; to define them from the standpoint and in
terms of elementary symbolic logic; to find out general logical laws and
notions underlying them; and, as far as possible, to compare them with
the ancient logical theory of the West.!?

Chmielewski goes on to suggest that the only problem with claims like
those of Chang Tung-sun is that the investigators were familiar with only -
traditional logic and could not *‘see’’ that there were logically defensible
arguments in the corpus.

. . . in the sense that practically all scholars, both Chinese and Western,
so far working in the field never used modern symbolic logic (mathemati-
‘cal logic, logistics) as a tool for their research; instead, they have all
adhered to the traditional conception of logic, hardly going beyond
syllogistics (in its traditional, hot truly Aristotelian form), or some kind
of “philosophical logic.”"!*

The error, according to Chmielewski, is essentially hasty gener-
alization—helped along by inadequate understanding of logic techniques
which would have aided them in noticing counterexamples to their claim.

But as we have seen, the special logic retort is.not an empirical
generalization at all. It is a cry of despair. Unable to make sense of Chinese
philosophical doctrines to critical Western audiences, the sinologists, in
effect, give up. The vague form of the special logic retort then goes,
*‘What makes sense to Chinese does not make sense to Westerners.”* What
is needed to alleviate the despair is not a compendium of dialogue
sequences that can be translated into valid arguments in some logical
system or other, but coherent, rational philosophical interpretations of
Chinese thought.
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Chmielewski’s approach offers scant comfort here. He manages
interpretations in which the arguments are formally valid, but grotesquely
unsound. He removes the nonsense from the structure of the argument to
its content.

In particular, I have demonstrated positively that the early Chinese
thinkers correctly used some simple but important laws of the proposi-
tional calculus—even if at the subconscious level and even if to the
purpose of epistemnologically indefensible speculation.'®

Chmielewski thus perpetuates the confusion not onty by treating the
question as an empirical one but by suggesting that the dispositional sense
of Chinese logic (which he calls ‘*implicit logic’’) and the writings about
the subject matter of logic are equaily logical theories. Hence, after
collecting his samples of reasoning in Chinese texts, he proposes to ‘‘find
out the general logical laws . . . undetlying them. "’ In doing so he suggests
that we will find something comparable to logical theory in the West. But
treating the dispositional sense of logic as a form of logical theory tempts
one to the confusion that there is really, underlying the explicit-implicit
distinction, a single logic of China—a little of which was brought to
consciousness and the rest of which remained hidden awaiting Chmielewski’s
reconstruction efforts.

The direct consequence of blurring the distinction between the two
kinds of issues is Chmielewski’s sliding from a description of a purported
structure of one of Kung-sun Lung’s arguments to attributing the theory
used in the description to Kung-sun Lung.!® A. C. Graham has already
called attention to this lapse.

He also complicates the issue by slipping from the tenable claim that the
argument may be tested by applying the algebra of classes into the highly
questionable assumption that Kung-sun Lung was actually studying
logical classes.'”

Professor Chung-ying Cheng follows Chmielewski in distinguishing
between ‘‘implicit’’ and “‘explicit’’ logic. But also, like Chmielewski, he
covertly collapses them. He too refers to the dispositions to reason in
certain ways as being ‘‘theories’ to be reconstructed from the empirical
evidence.

For the purpose of elucidating the nature of Chinese logic, we may
suggest that the goal of study and research in classical Chinese logic
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should be envisaged as a critical analysis of the explicit logico-
methodological issues in Chinese classical discourses on the one hand,
and a synthetic reconstruction of the implicit logico-scientific theories, on
the other.'®

Cheng implies, in effect, that studying implicit and Studying explicit
logic are merely different approaches to the same subject matter. He says:

Chinese writings in the classical period can be studied with regard to their
explicit formulation of problems in logical theories of inference and
argument and in seientific methodology of explanation and confirmation.
Second, they can be studied with regard to their implicit patterns of
logical semantic and synthetic connections and categorizations, Finally
they can be studied with regard to their philosophical concerns with
problems of truth, necessity, reality, expetience, and related subjects.'

In a later article, he characterizes the above as a “‘three level study in
Chinese logic.’*°

Both of these proposals to refute the claim of a distinctly Chinese
logic can be used to show that the special logic retort and its denial have
methodological rather than empirical significance. Consider Cheng’s pro-
cedure outlined above. In an interpretation we do frequently attribute
implicit or presumed premises to an argument, but we understand the
implicit premise to be that premise required to make the argument formally
valid. We can speak of premises being presupposed in this way and even of
whole theories being presupposed. We prove that premises or theorics are
. presupposed by showing that they are logically necessary for the supposed
argumentative purpose—the conclusion.

Thus any claim to have found a presupposition must take logic as
given. We could never hope to find the entire system of underlying logical
rules in this way because we invoke them in the process. Unless we have
some conception of the logic to use in interpretation, the statement that
some doctrine presupposes another doctrine becomes meaningless. The
end result of the procedure outlined by Cheng—that Chinese thought is
logical —is not difficult to predict.

Chmielewski’s method, too, can illustrate the same point. His *‘dis-
covery”’ is also presupposed in his method. Suppose we have isolated and
formalized some argument in some classical text. Formally complete
deductive arguments are rare in any philosophical work, so let us suppose
that what we have isolated is one of the incomplete arguments. We have
two choices. We may pronounce it a non sequitur (invalid argument) or an
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enthymeme (incomplete argument). If we regard it as a non sequitur we
either include it in the corpus to be formalized or we do not. If we include it
and write rules which will validate such arguments, then (as with the white
horse example earlier) it will only take a little imagination to prove
innumerable absurdities in this ‘‘Chinese logic.’’ If we leave the non
sequitur out of the corpus, we do so because it is not logically valid—a
judgment which presupposes some account of logical validity. The result,
that Chinese logic is like ours, is dictated by our use of “*Western logic’’ in
doing the study.

Suppose instead that we treat the argument as an enthymeme and
supply the missing premise. Then the situation is again that we can know
which premise is missing only by having some antecedent conception of
logical validity. Supplying the missing premise automatically makes the
argument valid (perhaps unsound, but valid). Again the formalized result is
not going to differ from the logic used either in supplying the missing
premise or in rejecting the argument as a non sequitur and therefore not
part of the corpus which will be used to define ‘‘Chinese logic.”” There
appears to be no interesting sense in which we could be said to be
discovering some culture’s implicit ‘‘logic’’ by such a procedure. We are
simply employing our own logic as a methodological device in developing
interpretations.

The Dilemma of the Chinese Mind

As we saw, then, either the slogan ‘‘Think like a Chinese’” is just a

misleading proposal that cotresponds to the procedure of theoretical

interpretation or it supposes some kind of incommensurable and contradic-

tory or incoherent special Chinese logic. But it offers us, given this second

interpretation, no escape from an impossible methodological box. We have

no way to prove there is a different Chinese logic except by deciding what

is the correct interpretation of the extant texts. As an objection to the

coherent theory approach to interpretation it counsels nothing except

paralysis. (One may, uncharitably, suspect that the real moral behind the
ploy, when used in disputes, is, ‘“Trust me, your intuitively in-tune master
of the mysteries—and don’t you dare contradict or question my interpreta-

tions.’*) The only evidence against the coherent theory approach would be
its failure to produce any intelligible explanations of Chinese philosophy.

Bat we can never be sure that some other proposal will not succeed. So the
special logic version of the Chinese mind methodology can never count as

a valid objection to an interpretive theory.
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The methodological import of the special logic retort and the Chinese
mind approach to interpretation is basically defeatist. There is no guidance
to be gained from the injunction to be incoherent—there are simply too
many ways to be incoherent. Could we seriously apply the suggestion that
the less consistent of two given interpretations is the more plausible one? In
principle the retort totally disparages any attempt to understand Chinese
philosophy through its rationales.

In its more respectable use in sinology, the retort is linked to some
other restriction on methodological practice. Some positive, though nonra-
tional, characterization of Chinese thought is offered, for example, that
Chinese thought is poetic. This is simply a factual-sounding methodologi-
cal proposal that in textual reconstruction, punctuation, and assignment of
meaning we should choose that alternative which renders the outcome
more poetic, evocative, stylized, or otherwise aesthetically pleasing no
matter what nonsense it makes of the philosophical doctrine of the text.

The ““poetic’’ methodological bias described above is, in fact, tacitly
assumed by a great many sinologists because of the research and break-
throughs in reconstructing the phonemic system of ancient Chinese. Any
such characterization becomes, as it has in sinology, a self-fulfilling
prophecy because it shapes the methodology. If we regard as illegitimate
any construal of a text which makes coherent sense whenever the choice is
between rational coherence and preserving the rhyme structure, the sen-
tence length patterns, or parallel couplets, then it should come as no
surprise that the interpretations that emerge will not be philosophically as
good as they are poetic and graceful.?! A poetic characterization which
dictates accepting textual variations, punctuations, or emendations which
preserve thythm over those which preserve sense is not always a bad
idea.??> When we have other reasons to suspect that the works being studied
are poetry, then we ought to adopt such a method. But when we think the
works are philosophy, we ought to adopt interpretive standards appropriate
to philosophy.

The methodological bind emerging from the *‘think Chinese’’ slogan
can have other, even less attractive methodological implications, Consider
the following pair of observations by H. G. Creel:

In approaching things Chinese we might attempt, first of all, to appropri-
ate to ourselves the Chinese point of view, so that we regard any
particular thing not as a Westerner would, nor even as a Hindu_, but as a
Chinese.?
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The crux of the matter is that the ancient Chinese were on the whole
neither systematic nor orderly thinkers. . . . They were indefatigable
cataloguers; they were not systematizers.>*

The implication for our methodology should give anyone pause. In
general, the exhortation to approach Chinese thought from the Chinese
point of view is paradoxical. We do not know what the point of view is
until we have approached it. In the ‘‘first of all’” we do not know if some
Chinese thinker is systematic or not. The failure to find a system by a
particular interpretation, say of the Chuang-tzu, does not establish that

" incoherence is a characteristic of the thought since a subsequent interpreta-
tion may render the structure in a thoroughly coherent and systematic way.
We should then want to withdraw the characterization of Chuang-tzu as a
cataloguer.

" Notice that it is not a case of assuming that Chuang-tzu’s thought is
coherent. We arc only arguing that there can be no good reason to put an
upper bound on the degree of rational coherence we may regard as
plausible in Chinese thinkers. Any time the injunction ‘‘Think like a
Chinese’” carries such an implication, it is a mistake. When the injunction
is given content by characterizations such as ‘‘poetic,”’ *‘intuitive,”’
“‘mystical,” or ‘‘unsystematic,”’ these characterizations become a priori
methodological predispositions which are self-fuifilling.

In any case, I have never seen, on any interpretation, an account of
some sentence or doctrine of, say, Chuang-tzu, saying, ‘'l am really trying
very hard to be unsystematic and just to catalogue as many disparate items
of information as possible,”” or Lao-tzu implying, ‘It is more important
that your phrases be balanced than that your principles be correct.”” 1 am
naturally suspicious of anyone who implies that this is the way ancient
Chinese thinkers viewed themselves. In fact, for the most part, on most
plausible interpretations, all these thinkers had just the opposite view.

So critical, analytic, logical, and coherent standards should be used in
intetpreting Chinese thought. That methodological conclusion does not
arise from any hypothesis about the nature of Chinese thought but from the
nature of the interpretive enterprise. Since an interpretation is a theory and
is designed to advance understanding it should be guided by the same
rigorous principles which produce understanding in other theory-guided
activities.. :

The rest of the methodology follows from the presupposition that we
are interpreting philosophical texts. This part of the method is defeasible. It
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could in principle turn out to be the case that there is only poetry in China.
But, as with the coherence standard, we will not know philosophically
interesting doctrines are absent unless we fail to find them. And even then
our proof is never complete.

I do not mean to deny that the style of Chinese philosophical writing
does differ from that of the West in important ways—it is relatively more
poetic and balanced, and the arguments are not typically as careful nor as
complete. But the explanation of these differences in style does not require
any assumption about fundamentally different thought processes. Chinese
thinkers, from Mo-tzu to Mao Tse-tung, were social-political activists.
Their concern in writing was to inspire and move the readers to action in
accordance with certain ethical-political doctrines. They saw the function
of language and theorizing as its impact on behavior. Hence they did stress
forceful, attractive, moving, gripping, even poetic slogans and expressive
style over convincing argument. But the latter was neither absent nor
ignored. Even if adembrated in style, the rationales were there and gave
the content for the style to operate on. Nothing in the style entails that
coherent, interesting, and understandable interpretations of their ideas is
impossible. '

Methodology Summarized

The methodology outlined here starts from the premise that interpretation
- (which includes translation) is ‘a theory. It is an attempt to explain a
text—to render it understandable. As such it is (1) inescapably relative to
the intended andience (English-speaking philosophy students), and (2)
appropriately wedded to the critical, rational, logical evaluation procedures
appropriate to other theories. The main evaluative feature on which we
have concentrated is the coherence of the theory. Can it explain and be
explained by other, more inclusive theories, and is it the most elegant
theory which accounts for the data—the texts?

The methodology by itself does not commit us to the view that the
Chinese thinkers themselves are logical or not logical. Our assumption that
* we are interpreting philosophical texts commits us to constructing theories
about the rationales for the sentences we find in the texts. The availability
of a coherent, rational system for a fragment of Chinese thought is to be
taken as confirmation of the claim that it is philosophy and that the
philosopher in question was a coherent thinker.
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The special logic retort and the ‘‘Think like a Chinese’” slogan are
neither intelligible objections to such a methodology ner explicable by any
other defensible methodology. The upshot of both, taken seriously, is that
we cannot understand Chinese thought at all. Thus, the only appropriate
conclusion to be drawn from them is ‘‘Give up’’ or *‘Trust me, your master
and guide’” (spoken by the scholar who claims to have penetrated the
mystery).

There is no factual basis for any associated **Chinese logic’’ hypothe-
sis. The features of Chinese thought usually associated with the antirational
slogans just cannot prove that a radically different (inconsistency-justifying)
implicit logic is at work. And for similar reasons, the attempts by modern
formally sophisticated philosophers to prove the opposite also fail. The
issue is a methodological one and not an empirical one. The only factual
question is whether or not the theoretical methodology can work, and this
translates into the question of whether or not these writers are philosophers
or not.

The intermediate positions, formed by joining the special logic retort
or the “‘Chinese mind” slogans to some characterization of Chinese
thought as *‘poetic’’ or *‘cataloguing,’” are similarly not straightforward
descriptive claims but methodologies. These methodologies are widely
respected and followed in theorizing about Chinese philosophy despite the
fact that in practice they mitigate against philosophical interpretations. The
special logic retort is just the limiting case of methodologies which treat
coherence of reasons for views as unimportant relative to some other
constraint on emendation, textual reconstruction, punctuation, and transla-
tion and interpretation. Since our interests arc philosophical and the texts
we study are uniformly regarded as philosophical, there is no a priori
reason why we should adopt restrictions on interpretation appropriate to
poetry or religious incantations.

There is more involved in the methodology than just a kind of charting
of frequent tendencies of Chinese thought. The ideal should be to explain
why these characterizations should hold. A theory, say of the tides, does
not just chart the highs and lows. That kind of a chart is not an explanation.
So the mere litany of recurring patterns of thought is not an adequate
interpretive theory until the patterns have been explained as based on
~ beliefs or attitudes which we can regard as reasonable for a Chinese
philosopher to hold.

The above explanation of the apparently poetic, metaphorical charac-
ter of many Chinese philosophical writings is an example. The explanation
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attributed an activist motivation to the philosophers in question. While, in
principle, we could insist on a further rationale for the motivation, it is not
necessary for our understanding, for, even though many professional
philosophers disagree with others who *‘popularize’’ their philosophy, we
do understand the rationale for doing so. The understanding could be
regarded as complete as soon as we can free it from any appeal to grasp
intuitively “‘the Chinese mind.”’

In what follows I apply the theoretical interpretation methodology to
one of the most recalcitrant puzzles of classical Chinese thought—the
white-horse paradox of Kung-sun Lung (see chap. 5). Chapter 2 argues for
a very general interpretive hypothesis about the way Chinese language
might have influenced the conceptual scheme of the classical philosophers
in ways which illuminate the thought in contrast to our own philosophical
tradition. I argue that the mass-noun-like syntax of Chinese nouns moti-
vates an implicit ‘*substance ontology™* as opposed to our **physical object
ontology,’’ and that it renders less appealing a whole host of philosophical
views which have characterized Western thought from its outset. These
conceptual differences include a different concept of mind, of language,
and of thought. The argument rests on the claim that the Chinese assump-
tions are more coherent with (explained by) their language than our own
assumptions are. In chapter 3, 1 develop and argue for compatible interpre-
tations of the philosophies of the period prior to and surrounding the
thought of Kung-sun Lung. There I discuss four presuppositions about
language which are reasonable for Chinese philosophers to have held,
which explain many of their views about language and thought, and which
explain many of the fundamental differences between Chinese and Western
thought. Chapter 4 deals with a particular school which focused on
questions of language, logic, and semantics. I argue that their views
develop out of the presuppositions outlined in chapters 2 and 3 and, in turn,
explain the motivation and justification of the white-horse dialogue in
chapter 5.

So, consistent with the methodological view, there is a kind of
inverted pyramid of explanations focused on that one paradox: broad
theory about all of Chinese thought, an embedded theory about Chinese
* thought in general prior to Kung-sun Lung, an embedded theory about the
development of semantic thought from that broad tradition, and finally the
interpretive theory explaining the white-horse paradox. The broadest
theory is confirmed by the insights it yields and the explanatory power it
has at all the other levels. The interpretation of Kung-sun Lung is
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confirmed (relative to other available interpretations) by its coherence with
the text and with the entire historical period. The other two levels of
interpretive theory are confirmed both by their coherence with the more
inclusive level and their explanatory power in illuminating the lower-level
texts. '



Chapter 2

The Mass Noun Hypothesis and
Abstraction in Chinese Language

and Thought

The basic interpretive hypothesis underlying the following study of classi-
cal Chinese thought is that Chinese philosophical theories all presuppose a
common model or picture of the relations between language and the world
and between language and the mind. This model or picture explains
characteristic pre-Han Chinese philosophical presuppositions. The model
and the presuppositions are plausible either on their face, or are plausible
beliefs for thinkers using a language like ancient Chinese. In this chapter, I
want to develop an account of the major differences between the pre-Han
scheme and traditional Western views of semantics and philosophy of mind
and to show how the differences are explained by features of Chinese
language.

Briefly, we can characterize Chinese semantic theories as a view that
the world is a collection of overlapping and interpenetrating stuffs or
substances, A name (term or predicate—ming £ ) denotes (refers to,
picks out—chii # ) some substance. The mind is not regarded as an
internal picturing mechanism which represents the individual objects in the
world, but as a faculty that discriminates the boundaries of the substances
or stuffs referred to by names. This *“‘cutting up things’’ view contrasts

 strongly with the traditional Platonic philosophical picture of objects which
are understood as individuals or particulars which instantiate or *‘have’
properties (universals). In a Platonic scheme the concrete instances of any
abstract property stand in a one-many relation to words which stand for or
““have as a meaning’’ the universal or repeatable abstract component

30
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(property, essence, or attribute). Similarly, the Platonic view of the mind is
one in which the mind knows (has or contains) these ‘‘meanings™ or
intelligible abstract objects. Chinese philosophy has no theory either of
abstract or of mental entities. The ‘‘individuals’’ in Chinese theories of
language are ‘‘unit parts”’ of the ‘‘stuffs’’ picked out by names.

I stress the negative side of this hypothesis, the antiabstraction,
antimentalism side, to cure the temptation to regard the traditional Western
philosophy of mind and philosophy of language as obvious to everyone.
We tend to regard that model as so inescapable that we can only make
sense of Chinese thinkers by invoking metaphors from this tradition: ideas,
concepts, objects in the mind, or the like. Stressing this negative theme is
intended to sensitize readers and make them conscious enough of the
metaphors and the picture they impose that, by careful attention, they can
avoid it. That the abstraction model is not the Chinese picture is argued in
detail in the following chapters by showing that more coherent interpreta-
tions emerge when we assume the background scheme to be that of mass
substances rather than that of objects and properties. In this chapter I argue
that the mass alternative is the more plausible model for humans doing
philosophy in Chinese.

Behavioral Nominalism

Behavioral nominalism'® captures both ‘‘negative’” features of the philo-
sophical perspeci:ive of Chinese thinkers. I use behavioral because, in the
place of internal mental representations of particulars and properties, the
Chinese view of mind (heart-mind) is dynamic; the mind is the ability to
discriminate and distinguish ‘‘stuffs’’ and thereby to guide evaluation and
action. I use rominalism because the Chinese philosopher is not committed
to any entities other than names and objects. There is no role in Chinese
philosophical theories like that played by terms such as meaning, concept,
notion, or idea in Western philosophy.

Positively characterized, the Chinese picture went as follows. Lan-
guage consists of ming 4 ‘names’ which have a one-to-one relation to
shih #& ‘stuffs’. Chinese ontology, I suggest, is mereological. For every
abstract sef of objects one can construct a concrete mereological object by
regarding all of the members of the set as one discontinuous stuff.
Identifying different members of the set is the same as identifying spatio-
temporally different parts of the same stuff. In learning names we learn to
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discriminate or divide reality into these mereologicai stuffs which names
name. Naming is not grounded on the notion of an abstract concept, a
property, an essence, or an ideal type, but rather on finding *‘boundaries’’
between things. Accordingly, Chinese philosophers view minds not as
repositories of weird objects called ideas, but as the faculty encompassing
the abilities and inclinations to discriminate stuffs from each other. This
mass stuff view can be explained by special features of the logical structure
of Chinese nouns. The explanation, again, is via our own perception of

what would be a reasonable or plausible way. to talk about words if our
' language had the grammatical features of Chinese.

The Logic of Mass Nouns

The syntax of Chinese nouns is strikingly similar to that of *‘mass nouns’’
in English.? English mass nouns include water, rice, paper, furniture, and
grass. Mass nouns contrast with other common nouns like cat, pebble,
photograph, lamp, pea, and lake. These rather more ‘‘common’’ common
nouns are, by contrast, called count nouns, since one can *‘count’’ them:
seven cats, twelve peas, one lake. Count nouns take pluralization. They
can be directly preceded by the articles a or an. They stand alone as a noun
phrase only when plural or preceded by articles, demonstratives, numbers,
and so forth; *“‘horse is brown’ is not grammatical in English though
“furniture is brown” is. '

Mass nouns, by contrast, do not take pluralization and cannot be
directly preceded by numbers or indefinite articles; *seven grass and *a
furniture are improperly formed. Instead, mass nouns are associated with
certain other expressions (let us call them measures or sortals) which allow
one to divide up the substances into countable units: a cup of water, a blade
of grass, three pieces of furniture. Characteristically, we can ‘‘count’’
mass nouns in a number of ways. We might have had, for example, a drop
of water, a lid of grass, and a reomful of furniture. Mass nouns can stand
alone as noun phrases in sentences.

In most modern Chinese dialects the syntactical parallel with English

"mass nouns is almost exact for all nouns. Chinese nouns have no ordinary
plural. They cannot be directly preceded by numbers or indefinite articles
or demonstratives. Each noun is associated with appropriate sortals (called
classifiers or measures in most language texts). Thus in (Mandarin)
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Chinese, one says' one pen book ', three ko persons , and this chih pencil’.
The nouns by themselves are complete term expressions.

Another characteristic distinction between the two groups of nouns in
English is their association with either much or many (or the opposites,
little versus few), Mass nouns go with much (e.g., much wood, much
meney); count nouns go with many (e.g., many trees, many dimes).
Chinese to % ‘many-much’ and shae 4> ‘few-little’ go with all nouns
{and adjectives).

Classical Chinese is slightly different from modern Chinese in a few
of these respects. The concrete nouns in the language of the pre-Han
philosophers seemed like hybrids. They had no plural; they were associ-
ated with sortals or measures, and there was no many-much distinction,
They functioned as basic term expressions. But sortals did not become
grammatically necessary until sometime in the Han Dynasty. So nouns
might be preceded directly by numbers, and this produced puzzles for
pre-Han semanticists, the Neo-Mohists.* But the nouns otherwise had all
the grammatical trappings of mass nouns.’ These masslike nouns of
classical Chinese are what shape the intuitive picture of the language-world
relation in Chinese philosophy.

A Comparison of Noun Interpretations

Given this unique grammar of classical Chinese nouns, the question is,
how shall we characterize these nouns—as count nouns with some
peculiar propertics or as a transitional stage leading to mass nouns? I
contend that the count noun alternative is much less natural and elegant an
account than the mass noun one. Consider the usual translation conven-
tions for Chinese nouns. One translates concrete nouns as count nouns
whenever the nearest equivalent is a count noun in English (and picks
according to context when equally common mass and count equivalents are
available, e.g., mu ‘tree’, ‘wood’). Choose the plural or the singular
depending on the context and render f0 % and shao /4> as “‘many’’ and
““few’’ when the English noun is grammatically count, otherwise **much’’
and *‘little.”” This commonsense approach involves an embarrassing wrin-
kle, however. Since these nouns frequently refer to the species as a whole,
translators are tempted to talk as if there were a twofold ambiguity in all
nouns, that is, as if these were count nouns which were not only ambiguous
between singular and plural, but also between concrete and abstract.
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Consider, for example, the complexity of this description of Chinese nouns
by Dobson:

An important observation must be made here about nominal usage in
LAC [Late Archaic Chinese]. A word used nominally denominates
indifferently both species and specimen or specimens of the species.
Thus, jen A in a nominal usage is indifferently ‘‘homo sapiens,”
“‘man’ as 4 species, or “‘a man, the man, men’ as a specimen or
specimens of the species. It is not merely that number (the difference
between one, two, or more than two instances of) is not differentiated,
but that both class and member are comprised in one term. Certain of
these distinctions are imposed in determination, and the noun is then said
to be ‘‘committed’’; otherwise, it remains neutral in its indications as to
these distinctions. A noun determined by, for example, a numeral or a
unit of measure becomes immediately ‘‘an enumerated instance of ** or
‘‘a quantified unit of *’ the thing it signifies.%

Despite his assimilation of Chinese ‘‘nominals’® to count nouns,
Dobson uses the language of mass and stuffs, for example, ‘‘a quantified
unit of the thing it signifies,”” *‘class and member are comprised in a single
term.”” But his choice of language forces him to postulate that nouns have
some abstract reference too—to classes, to species, to that of which things
are instances, namely, universals (though he avoids that term). However,
this tortured analysis can be avoided if we give up the class-member
picture for a more masslike part-whole picture. Then we never need to
import any Platonism into Chinese graphs. Their reference is always
concrete, always to stuff or bits of stuff in space-time. We are not forced to
say a graph refers to a mathematical entity (a class), an abstract one (a
universal), a mental one (an idea), or a semantic one (a meaning). So the
masslike characterization is the simpler, the more elegant theoretical model
on which to talk about Chinese nouns.

There is an ambiguity remaining in even the masslike description.
Classical Chinese nouns, as noted above, do have some countlike features.
That turns out to be a virtue of the theory, for that ambiguity helps explain
a number of semantic puzzles considered by the Neo-Mohists (see p. 124)
and it is an ambiguity that is removed by the subsequent development of

' the language—the strict use of sortals after the Han Dynasty. Now if the
ambiguity in nouns were the fourfold one of singular-plural/concrete-
abstract, then that development of the language did nothing to remove it
and just added a tedious and unnecessary grammatical complication.
Modern Chinese nouns are still ambiguous in all four ways if they ever
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were. It is significant, then, that when the choice came between resolving
the ambiguity in favor of mass or count nouns it was reselved in favor of
Mass nouns.

The Stuff-Kinds Picture of Reality

The grammatical parallels between English mass nouns and Chinese nouns
give initial plausibility to the hypothesis that the Chinese assumptions
about language would be something like the assumptions we might be
tempted to use in explaining the semantics of mass nouns. The picture
outlined above of interpenetrating stuffs or substantives organized basi-
cally under the part-whole relation is only one of the ways of modeling a
semantic universe for mass nouns, but it is an intuitively natural one and,
as the study of the Neo-Mohists shows, there is strong evidence that this
_ rudimentary mereology was indeed the model that informed their semantic
theories. :

To see how masslike nouns contribute to mereology, consider how
they function as terms or individual constants. Mass nouns, unlike count
nouns, play the same role in sentences that proper nouns do. This makes it
natural to regard the mass nouns as logically singular terms—as names.
Thus, in Chinese semantic theory, ming 4 ‘name’ is rather like English
“word.”’ It encompasses not only proper names but all nouns and adjec-
tives.” Then the question, *‘Of what is ma ‘horse’ the name?”” has a natural
answer: the mereological set of horses. ‘‘Horse-stuff’” is thus an object
(substance® or thing-kind) scattered in space-time.

Notice that there are differences between these mass nouns and proper
nouns, despite their surface similarity. Mass nouns can be modified (e.g.,
red ink), while proper names cannot (*Green George). Similarly, mass
nouns are grammatically distinct from adjectives. Again, however, mass
nouns are more like adjectives than are count nouns, and the similarities
are even more striking in Chinese. As a result, Chinese theories of
language tend to treat adjectives as terms denoting mass substantives; for
example, red is the stuff that covers apples and the sky at sunset.”

This way of picturing the language-worid relation is reinforced by a
tendency common in both China and the West. Both traditions treated all
words as names and regarded naming as the main semantic relation. We
name children, pets, favorite places, or toys. Naming is a one-to-one
relation. However, this common form of oversimplification motivates
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traditional Platonic problems when we ask about count nouns, ‘“What does
X name really?’” We look for the “*one’’ that the many *‘instances™ or
“members’’ have in common. With mass nouns, the one is simply the
whole substance. A naming paradigim in conjunction with count nouns, but
not mass nouns, generates the traditional one-many problem of philosophy
and explains the appeal of Platonism.

The line of reasoning is familiar: what does horse name? Not Dobbin
in particular, nor Secretariat. It applies to each horse separately, so it must
name something in each individual horse which is the same in all its
" instances. This thing-in-common surfaces in metaphysical, semantic, and

epistemological guisc as the essence, idea, or property. That line of
“reasoning would not emerge from similar reflections on masslike nouns.
Instead, the puzzle would seem to be how the extent of reference of the
term could be specified. Ma ‘horse’ in term position might refer to the
entire mereological object—the concrete species, ot to some part, specific
herd, team, or an individual horse, depending on the context. The central
problems in Chinese semantics revolve around the ambiguity of part-versus-
whole reference. Taoist skepticism grows mainly out of reflection on the
relativity of the scope of ordinary nouns to context. There is no philosophi-
cal concern formally corresponding to the classical Western grammatical
problem of the one and the many. The name denotes a stuff which
functions as a rather amorphous ‘‘one”’ —a one which is scattered in
different places. But like water, gold, rice, and wood, it is regarded as a
stuff. When speaking of localizable bits of the stuff, it is natural to think of
them as parts of the single whole’ stuff picked out by the name, not as a
“particular”’ with some common or universal property.

This difference in semantic perspective is fundamentally central to the
explanation of other differences between the two philosophical traditions.
The argument for a something-in-common which functions as the meaning
of count nouns has had an enormous impact on the Western tradition and, if
absent from the Chinese tradition, would account for much of the disparity
between them. Great chunks of the history of Western philosophy are
involved in elaborating the line of reasoning leading to the postulation of
abstract objects like horsehood. The examples range from Plato’s forms or
Ideos to the Realists’ universals, to Locke's abstract mental images, to the
logicians’ classes, and to metalanguage functions to possible worlds. The
absence of such concerns in Chinese thought should not make us suspect
they lack a gift for philosophical thought. There is a far simpler answer
close at hand: the differences in the grammar of nouns contributed to the
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survival of an intuitively natural nominalism in which each graph is taken
to name scattered aggregate stuffs or masses.

It is hard to characterize the effect of having a different conceptual
scheme in a nonmisleading way. Of course, we must suppose that someone
with whatever language still has the same visual presentations when
looking at horse-stuff. But all the ways of talking about it would be
correspondingly altered. We would know that such stuffs come in regular
shapes. The shape can even be regarded as one of the key ways we use to
distinguish that stuff from ox-stuff. But we could do this without suggest-
ing that the shape was a property which the individual horses shared or had
in common. It is just a fact about this kind of stuff that it comes in regular
shapes. Learning to recognize the shape is a key in distinguishing the
stuff—and in knowing, therefore, how to use the word.

Abstractions in Chinese Language and Thought

In chapter 1, I use the vehicle of hermeneutic method to tackle one of the
standard issues in interpreting Chinese philosophy —the question of Chi-
nese logic. Here I want to use these observations about grammar and this
hypothesis about the intuitive picture of language and the world appropri-
ate to Chinese grammar to analyze another old question—does Chinese
have abstractions?

Again, the tides of academic favor seem to have a generational
history, The generation which first encountered Chinese thought was
struck by the absence of abstract metaphysics and suggested that Chinese
language could not form abstractions. The later generation, sensitive to
what seemed to them the implicit intolerance of this view, has mostly
rejected it. My view is that the question has been misconstrued by both
sides. The question is not what language can do, but what theories de do.
Classical Chinese philosophical theories had no roles for abstractions.

The Functions of Abstract Theorizing in Philosophy

I am inclined, in a qualified way, to side with the earlier generation on the
question of abstraction (as in a qualified way I supported the later
generation on the question of Chinese logic). I would like to argue for the
claim that no Chinese philosophical system of the classical period in China
was committed to the existence of or had roles for abstract (universal)
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entities in any of the traditionally important ways that Western semantics,
epistemology, ontology, or philosophy of mind had roles for abstractions.
Plato’s Ideos, or forms, for example, served all of these branches of
philosophy. In semantics, forms stood as the embodiments of meaning,
corresponding to definitions; in epistemology they represented the objects
of knowledge; in ontology they constituted a realm of unchanging objects
outside the space-time realm; and in philosophy of mind they came to
represent the content of the mind, the thoughts or ideas. I shall briefly
expand on the function of abstractions in these kinds of theories to
* underline how traditional Western philosophy differs from Chinese.

Semantics is the study of meaning, and for Plato the main focus of
philosophical activity was a search for the meaning of a word conceived of
as finding the correct definition. His theory of forms or /deos was intended
as an account of the nature of ideal meanings and was motivated in part by
the line of argument about the meaning of count nouns discussed above.
Abstract entities in semantics act as the single object ‘‘meant” by general
terms and adjectives. The words denote objects in the world only
indirectly—via the abstract forms. The objects ‘‘resemble’’ the form and
via the form we are able to connect them with their name.

Epistemology is the account of knowledge and ontology is the account
of reality. Plato shared the Ionian (and Indian) view that what could be
known must be ““truly” real and thus could not change. Familiar physical
objects exist in time and undergo change. Thus our ordinary awareness of
them cannot be knowledge since knowledge concerns what is necessarily
or always true. !° The abstract forms, by contrast, exist in a timeless realm.
They are thus appropriate objects of knowledge and candidates for the
“really”’ real. '

The philosophy of mind application of abstract entities was not one of
Plato’s purposes. Still, our modern term idea stems from his Ideos. This
variation on the abstract theme was a product of the Cartesian mentalism
behind modern Western thought. Post-Enlightenment Nominalists, while
rejecting abstract universals, clung to the philosophy of language under-
pinnings of Platonism. There were no ontologically fundamental nonphys-
ical entities like manhood, horseness, or virtue. The semantic and episte-
mmological functions of abstractions were attributed to the mind. Thus there
were the ideas of manhood, horseness, and virtue. Meanings of the words
man, horse, and virtuous are entities present in the minds of those who
know those words.

Now my denial of abstraction in China amounts to a denial that there
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is any similar interlocking set of philosophical theories. In the absence of
an explicit theory, I argue that we can satisfactorily interpret Chinese
philosophical writings without attributing a philosophical commitment to
abstract or mental entities. To know a word is simply to be dble to
discriminate. That such a nominalist interpretation is possible is an
empirical historical issue, and I shall argue for it by exhibiting nonabstract
interpretations of the general direction of philosophy in the classical period
(chap. 3), the highly developed epistemological and semantic theories of
the Neo-Mohists (chap. 4), and the most commonly cited counterexample
to this claim, Kung-sun Lung’s white-horse dialogue (chap. 5). The first
step in this argument is that the primary grammatical motivations for such
abstract theorizing were absent in China. The features of Western lan-
guages which explain the traditional fascination with such issues are not
features of Chinese. This argument from the logic of Chinese nouns
establishes the initial plausibility of such a nominalist interpretation of
Chinese philosophical theories. If mereological interpretation of the philo-
sophical writings of the period is possible, then given the explanatory
significance of the grammar of Chinese nouns we should prefer nominalist
interpretations to traditional, Western-style, abstract interpretations.

Confusions about Abstraction in Chinese

This way of framing the abstraction issue is rather more involved and
delimited than is usual. One may likely object, as a result, that I am not
addressing the actua) abstraction controversy. The typical statement of the
issue focused on whether or not there were (or are) abstract terms in
Chinese or whether Chinese language could express abstract concepts.'*
The issue I am addressing is whether or not there were theories dealing
with abstract entities in anything resembling the way Western theories of
abstract entities did. I shall show that there were only nonabstract theories.
The explanation for this fact about Chinese thought stems partially from
the grammar of Chinese. I do not mean to suggest that, had they been
motivated to formulate thein, Chinese philosophers could not possibly have
expressed such abstract theories. The question is not what philosophical
theories could they have invented, but what did they invent and why? In
the absence of any theory of abstractions or mental entities or substances,
or some structurally similar theory, there is no point in saying that some
Chinese character means the same thing in Chinese philosophy as an
abstractly inflected noun does in Western philosophy. To mean the same
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thing, it must function in the same way. With no such theory for it to
function in, no term has the same function.

There are ordinary grammatical functions of abstract terms which are

_regularly filled by Chinese graphs.'? Let us look at the grammatical
parailels and see how they could be interpreted.

Consider first a kind of parallel grammatical function which most
typically results in translation using inflected abstract terms of English
(horseness, triangularity, childhood, etc.). For virtually all Chinese graphs,
there is some grammatically possible context in which they function as

~ terms. For example, the predicate za ‘large’ in *‘x ta’* can replace x in “‘x
fei y yeh (particle),”” that is, ta ‘large’ is a term in “ta fei hsiao yeh.”’ It is
common to translate such tokens into English abstract terms: ‘‘greatness is
not pettiness.”’ The Chinese, however, has no distinguishing inflectional
shape such as -hood, -ness, -ity, or -tion to support this reading against, say,
*‘that which is great is not that which is small,”” or “*its being great is not
its being small,”” or *‘the great is not the small,”” or *‘big-stuff is not
small-stuff,”” or even ** ‘big’ is not ‘small’.”” So the mere grammatical fact
that these graphs sometimes have the grammar of a singular term is not
enough to show that they are abstract terms. Considering these grammati-
cal structures along with the masslike grammar of nouns, it would be more
Plausible to read these tokens either as singular mass nouns, propositional
contexts, or mentions.'? In the absence of any characteristic inflection,
there is no special reason for identifying term use of adjectives or verbs
with English abstract terms.

Hermeneutically, the question becomes, ‘‘Is an interpretation which
identifies the term uses of nouns and adjectives with abstract terms the
most coherent theory for understanding the texts?’” The answer is that there
is no special reason to translate these terms as abstract terms other than the
easy familiarity of the English translation which results. Any adequate
account of Chinese semantics must already allow the embedding of
sentences as terms in certain predicates, and treat a lone adjective or
one-place verb (intransitive verb) as a sentence. So a problem sentence like
“ta ‘great’ fei ‘is-not’ hsiao ‘small’ yeh (particle)’’ can have the several
plausible nonabstract interpretations discussed above: the mass substantive
‘interpretation (*‘big-stuff is not small-stuff*’), the mention interpretation
(** *big’ is not ‘small’**), and an embedded sentence interpretation (*“the *. . .
is big’ is not the ‘. . . is small’*"). Which translation to use depends on the
context, of course. But there are almost no contexts, given these alterna-
tives, in which we would be forced to use a translation committing us to
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abstract objects. In many contexts, in fact, such a translation is palpably
incoherent; for example, *‘pai ‘white’ pu (negative) tai ‘depend’ yu ‘in’ wu
‘thing’ erh ‘and’: yet pai ‘white’ tzu ‘self’ pai ‘white’.”’!* Now an
interpretation of this sentence as entailing the claim that ‘‘whiteness is
white’” produces a category mistake. White things are white; white stuff is
white; whatever satisfies *. . . is white’” is white; and so on. But only
extended things are colored, abstract objects are not extended, hence no
abstract thing is colored. Whiteness (the abstract object) is nor white.'® The
upshot of these grammatical structures and the semantic strategies avail-
able is that in the absence of an explicit philosophical theory of abstract
objects, we would never be required to render such terms of Chinese as
abstract terms.'®

The crucial issue becomes, then, whether or not the term use of
adjectives and nouns functions implicitly or explicitly in philosophical
‘theories as abstract terms do in the West. The presence or absence of a
particular inflectional shape is quite irrelevant to that debate. Plato did not
have —ness, or —hood, or —ity forms either. He used classical Greek in novel
ways to generate a novel philosophical theory. Someone generating a
similar theory for Chinese would have used Chinese in novel ways in the
context of presenting his theory. The absence of a —nesslike suffix does not
prove that there was no theory, nor could its presence prove that there was
such a theory. In a sense, the absence of any novel conceptual apparatus at
all is evidence that there was no such philosophical theory since usually in
the speiling out of such a theory one creates linguistic forms. In the
absence of either theory or conceptual apparatus there is no reason to
attribute subconscious reference to the nonexistent abstract objects, Bor-
rowing a metaphor from the Tao Te Ching, the langnage and the theory
‘‘give birth to each other.”’

Now the proof that there was no such theory requires analysis of the
purported example of abstract theorizing—Kung-sun Lung. Unless the
white-horse dialogue is more coherently interpreted as a theory about

" abstract objects than about mereological objects or mentions, there is no
* reason to hold that this particular Chinese philosopher is comrmitted to
abstract entities. What has been shown in this chapter is that the grammar
of Chinese would not have motivated the postulation of such philosophical
theories—not that it makes them impossible or inexpressible in Chinese.
The grammatical point does have some evidential impact on the interpreta-
tion of Kung-sun Lung, however. If the abstract and nominalist interpreta-
tions turn out to be equally plausible, other things considered, then these
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considerations argue for opting for the nonabstract interpretation as more
consistent with the nature of the language. It tends to confirm the
hypothesis that there were no such theories by offering a partial explana-
tion for the adoption of a nonabstract explanatory theory and by showing
how the key motivations for abstract theorizing which are present in, say,
English, are lacking in classical Chinese. The alternative mass noun
ontology and semantics is 2 more appropriate ontology for the language
with the grammatical features of Chinese.!”

The Argument dgainsr Chinese Mentalism

The argument against mentalistic interpretation of Chinese philosophical
theories in general and of Kung-sun Lung in particular is paraliel to that
given against abstract interpretation, We often use terms with abstract
inflection as the names of mental entities—ideas, concepts, or the like; for
example, we use ‘‘whiteness’ as interchangeable with ‘‘the idea (or
concept) of white.”” And like the abstract object, whiteness, the concept of
white is not white—or any other color, nor is the concept of nothing
(nothingness) nothing. So for the same reasons, unless there are explicit
theories of mentalism, it will never be necessary to translate term use of
common nouns or predicates (x) as ‘‘the idea of x,” Thus, neither in
semantic theory nor in epistemology should we saddle Chinese philoso-
phers with the confusing notion of a Lockean “‘idea’ unless there is
independent evidence of similar theories. '

The explanation for this difference in epistemology and philosophy of
mind lies in the same considerations which motivated a different ontology.
The Western theory of mind as a mental substance, with idea as “‘modes’’
of that substance, mirrors the structure of the Greek ontology. In Aristotle’s
influential metaphysics, for example, reality consists of a substratum
{substance, matter) which instantiates the universal forms common to
many cbjects (properties, attributes, etc.). For the British Empiricists, the
same forms, realized in mental substance, are the ideas which correspond
to the individual physical objects. Knowledge, meaning, thought, and truth
were traditionally explained via this substance-quality or individual-

"property picture. In China there is no account of parallel realms of
substrata for properties in part because there is no account of qualities,
attributes, or properties in substrata in the first place.

This explanation of the absence of abstract or mentalistic philosophiz-
ing in Chinese thought has the logical features of all negative explanations.
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We can explain why something is lacking only by showing that the
plausible explanations of its existing do not hold. No such argument could
be complete unless we could climinate all possible motivations for such
theorizing. I do not claim to have eliminated all possible or actual
rationales for these theories. But I can show that several obvious and
historically important lines of thought which might motivate talk of mental
concepts would lose their force given a language like classical Chinese.
The various arguments follow.

The Argument from Names

The argument from names starts from a common (and questionable)
assumption of both traditions, namely, that all words are names. Talk
about meaning rests on the model of the proper name that has a one-to-one
relation with some entity——its referent. If we ask what is the ‘“‘one” of
which count nouns like horse, man, and chariot are names we generate the
Platonic puzzle. It begins to seem that there must be a something-in-
common to all horses or men which the noun “‘names.”” That something-in-
common can then count as the “‘real’” referent of the general noun. So we
postulate that there are, for example, properties, essences, concepts, and
ideas (like horseness and manhood).!®

The assumption of a naming model in theory of language does not
motivate the same puzzle in Chinese. As we saw earlier on pages 34-37
an alternative and much simpler scheme is immediately available to answer
the question, ‘“What is ma ‘horse’ the name of?’’ It-is the name of a
mereological object, a stuff, of which individual horses are parts rather
than copies. The semantic model of naming does not lead one to look for
‘‘the one”” outside of the concrete realm as long as all nouns are sufficiently
masslike in syntax. The mental version of the argument purports to explain
what it is to understand a word or expression. In the Chinese scheme, as I
noted earlier, knowing a word is having the ability to discriminate or divide
according to the conventional practices associated with that word and to
evaluate the division in guiding action. Lacking the Platonic ‘‘knowledge
as representation’’ model, Chinese philosophers had no motivation to
explain the ability to discriminate as the mind’s comparing objects to ideas.

Mystique of Semantic Ascent

One feature of classical Chinese is that like spoken English it lacks a clear
quote convention to distinguish the mention of an expression from the use
of an expression. In written English, italicizing or quoting expressions
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(names, clauses, sentences, etc.) converts them into terms denoting
themselves—names of the linguistic roles they play in a language or
theory. Contrast, for example, ‘‘fighting is dangerous’” and *‘fighting is a
gerund”’ (we don’t conclude that some gerunds are dangerous). This
distinction between use (unquoted) and mention (quoted) is prominent in
contemporary philosophy. Linguistic analysis is characterized by the view
that philosophical issues can be more clearly understood as pragmatic
guestions about how best to use language or what language to use. In
particular, traditional talk of abstractions can be viewed as veiled talk
" about the use of some term or expression; for instance, ‘‘being is prior to
nonbeing’’ unpacks as *‘the phrase fhere exists plays a more basic role than
the phrase there does not exist.”” Since Quine, the move from talking about
abstract things to talking about language has been tagged semantic ascent.
The typical function of abstract theorizing in Western philosophical dis-
course is held to be semantic ascent.

In Chinese philosophy, without inflections or punctuation, there is no
clear distinction between abstraction and semantic ascent. But semantic
ascent treatment of candidate structures provides a more uniform treatment
and reflects Chinese grammatical structures more closely. The syntactic
mobility of graphs can be largely explained by use-mention distinctions.
Nouns, for example, occur frequently as two-place predicates (transitive
verbs). The translation convention is to render those uses as ‘‘treat as N’
where literally ‘Chinese has N it.”’ Grammarians have called these
putative or mental action verbs. But they could with equal justification
(actually greater, given the absence of the philosophical doctrine of a
mental life and mental contents) call them language-action verbs. Literally,
we should read them as ““N it’* in the sense of *‘include it among the stuff
picked out by the term N.”” Conversely, operators and verbs frequently
occur as nouns such as yu  # ‘has’, ‘there is . . ." and wu 4 ‘lacks’,
‘there is no . . .’. The translation convention, again, is to convert the verb
into an abstract term (in the above example, being and nonbeing, respec-
tively). But these are sometimes unmistakable mentions—as **wu ‘lacks’
ming ‘names’ wan ‘10,000° wy ‘things’ chih (possessive) mu ‘mother’
(*‘Wu names the mother of all things.’"). (Note: nonbeing is not a name of

"anything and nonbeing is the name of nonbeing.) So we should understand
“yu ‘have’ wu ‘lack’ hsiang ‘mutually’ sheng ‘bormn’"’ as ‘‘(the expres-
sions) yu and w arise together’’ rather than as ‘‘being and nonbeing arise
together.””%0
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The Argument from Adjectival Nominalization

In English sentences, subject and predicate usage routinely requires
inflectionally distinct forms of most adjectives. We say, ‘‘'Bobby is wise’”
and ‘‘Sally is wise.”” If we want to shift wise to subject position we must
convert it into a grammatical noun; ‘*Wisdom is a virtue.’’” The grammar
suggests that wisdom is a singular term intuitively assimilable to Bobby.
What does it name? At this point the argument borrows from the argument
from names. There is something which both Bdbb):‘ and Sally are—
something they have in common that justifies saying of each that he or she
is wise. That thing which they have in common is wisdom. We employ the
apparitus of Platonism to explain what it is to be wise via having some
metaphysical relation to an abstract entity, wisdom. The theory may call
the entity a property, characteristic, attribute, or something like that.

In Chinese the distinctions between what we would describe as nouns
and adjectives are rather subtle. There are no inflectional markings. Most
graphs can occur ecither as terms or predicate expressions. A celebrated
example is Confucius’s sentence, *‘fu ‘father’ fie ‘father’.’” There is no is,
no predicate expression denoting identity or inclusion, in Chinese. The
juxtaposition of two terms (usually followed by the particle yeh) is a
relational sentence which is roughly equivalent to sentences asserting
identity or inclusion. These expressions could be analyzed as one-place
predicate expressions in which the second term is a predicate (is a horse).
The focus of chapter 5, pai ma ma yeh 5% ‘white-horse horse’ is an
example of this sentence structure.?' Thus the distinction between nouns
and adjectives hardly stands out. It was natural for Chinese thinkers to miss
the structural differences between terms (nouns) and predicates (adjectives
and verbs). So the nominal use of an adjective was not seen to raise any
special kind of problem for semantics. Like any noun, it is the name of all
the stuff that satisfies the predicate . . . is F. The masslike nouns are
relatively more adjectiv'e]ike and the adjectives relatively more nounlike,
and Chinese semantic theories quite naturally assimilated them in the
mereological model. There was no inclination to postulate special abstract
objects to account for adjectives.

Furthermore, since the subject term of Chinese sentences is frequently
not expressed in literary Chinese, subject-predicate sentences like ma pai
{veh} B ‘(it is the case that) the horse-stuff is white® and open
sentences pai ma yeh F/EH ‘x is white-horse’ seem to differ only in the
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order of the graphs. Thus, as we shall see in discussing the Neo-Mohist
semantics, Chinese semanticists had no clear concept of a sentence as a
grammatical structure. They defined 15’ %% merely as a string of names.
That the order of graphs made a difference was clear, but their semantics
included no theory of what functional elements were involved in sentences
nor any use of the notion of semantic truth—the semantic correlate of
sentences. Chinese semanticists simply lumped adjectives and nouns
together as expressions denoting a segment of reality. Thus, they regarded
~ all graphs, the simple expressions, equally as ming 4 (names) and they
regarded #5'u (complex expressions—phrases or sentences) as no more
than combinations of names used to express or convey speakers’ / (inten-
tions).?? Some ming 4 (names) referred to corporeal stuffs like water,
wood, man, grain, while others referred to stuffs which could “*interpene-
trate,”’ like white, hard, wisdom, and benevolence (see p. 148). So
adjectives, even in term position, did not prompt any revision of the basic
stuff ontology (though it does prompt us to note that stuffs need not be
physical masses. In general, the conception of a mass term is not limited to
terms which denote corporeal substances; information is a mass term. Even
white, though normally an adjective in English, functions sometimes as a
mass term: ‘‘There was too much white on your paper for you to get a
passing grade.’’) :

Adjectives were usually indistinguishable from nouns in noun
modification as well as in predicate use. Noun modification could result
from either an adjective or a noun preceding another moun. All basic
expressions (ming 4 [pnames], nouns and adjectives) were taken to pick
out shih B (stuff, reality).?> The main focus of semantic study in classical
times was on the theory of modification. The Chinese semanticists, the
Neo-Mohists, treated all modification as compounding of names and
understood that modification yeilded a ming 4 (name) with an altered .
range or scope.?* So modifiers generated no need to distinguish nouns and
adjectives. Where any two ming were juxtaposed to form a new ming, the
result was viewed as a compound term denoting the intersection of the
stuffs; for instance, white-horse denoted that stuff which was both white
and horse {or their sum [see p. 148}).

So when adjectives are used as terms, rather than thinking of their
referent as an abstract or mental property or characteristic, the natural
tendency in Chinese semantics was to regard adjectives as stuff-names—
just like ordinary nouns. Adjectives like pai | ‘white’ and chien B
‘hard’ were stock examples of ‘‘names’ in the studies of modification
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(compounding names). We can understand this way of viewing adjectives
most easily for these examples of adjectives because related adjectives
occur as nouns in English without inflection: ‘*There was a lot of white in
paintings from his blue period.”” The grammar of adjectives, then, and the
ways Chinese philosophers were inclined to talk about adjectives, does not
motivate postulation of abstract repeatable entities characteristic of realist
metaphysics and philosophy of mind in Western thought.

The Semantic Mediation Argument

There are some lines of thought about mental entities which scem to be
éeneratcd by reflections on our ability to master an inflected phonemic
language which would lack appeal if one’s model of language were
nonphonemic, that is, *‘pictographic’” or “‘ideographic.’*** An ideographic
or pictographic *‘character’” is taken to represent conventionally not the
word’s sound but its meaning—some kind of presentation or representa-
tion of the class of things denoted by the character.

Written Chinese has no alphabet. Each character has a one-syllable
pronunciation.?® The character was viewed as the basic unit of language
and was the natural focus of interest for anyone who was literate in ancient
China. The characters provided a shared mode of communication among
the different Chinese languages since it did not represent any particular
pronunciation. Thus, as in China today, people speak different languages
but write and read *‘the same.”’?’

Consider now how a typical argument for the existence of mental
ideas as the meaning correlates of words would look from a Chinese
perspective. We are inclined to say that a written and spoken pattern are
both *‘the same word.”” When one writes phonetically, one naturally tends
to think of 2 word as what is represented in both forms—the sound. When
we reflect on the meaning of words, we are immediately confronted by the
arbitrariness of the association of words (sounds) and the things they
denote. It seems necessary to invent a mechanism to bridge the gap
between words and objects; by what mechanism does the word (sound)
cow manage to get us to pick out and notice cows? The mechanism
characteristic of British and American Empiricism (the abiding *‘common-
sense’’ view) is a mental representation—the image or general idea
cow-ness. We have learned to associate the sound with the mental image. It
would not work to associate the word with any particular cow (see p.
43), so it must be some kind of generalized image of a cow. That image
is not part of the natural world or it could not do its job: explaining how we
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discriminate cows from horses. It must therefore be in the mind— an idea,
We associate the sound with its written phonemic representation, and the
mental image with the sound, and the object with the mental image which
it resembles. Thus we are able to make the connection between language
and the world.

The philesophical tradition of explaining our understanding of a word
as mediated by some inner mental presentation associated with words is
really much older than early modern Empiricism. The Aristotelian seman-
tics is close to such a view. Aristotle says:

Now spoken sounds are symbols of affections of the soul, and written
marks symbols of spoken sounds. And just as written marks are not the
same for all men, neither are spoken sounds. But what these are in the
first place signs of—affections of the soul—are the same for all; and
what these affections are likenesses of—actual things—are also the
same,

This traditional conception of a mental mediator to explain the
connection of names and things is developed into the classical Empiricist
account of abstract ideas by combining the semantic mediation argument
with the argument from names. Locke’s description is the paradigmatic
one which still counts as the ‘‘commonsense’” view of Anglo-American
- popular authors.

It is not enough for the perfection of language, that sounds can be made
signs of ideas, unless those signs can be made use of as to comprehend
several particular things; for the multiplication of words would have
perplexed their use, had every particular thing’s need of a distinct name
to be signified by. To remedy this inconvenience, language had yet a
further improvement in the use of general terms, whereby one word was
made to mark a multitude of particular existences: which advantageous
use of words was obtained only by the difference of the ideas they were
made signs of; those names becoming general, which are made to stand
for general ideas, and those remaining particular where the ideas they are
used for are particular,?

Thus, starting from the assumption that words must be associated with
- mental representations, Locke moves on to assert that some representations
must be general or abstract, scparated from ‘‘any other ideas that may
determine them to this or that particular existence.” These *‘‘abstract
ideas’” are ‘‘vague’’ images mediating between count nouns {(gencral



Mass Noun Hypothesis and Abstraction 49

terms) and the multitede of objects they denote. Neither the semantic
mediation argument nor the argument from names portion of this proof
would be likely to appeal to a Chinese philosopher given the language with
which he is familiar.

The core of this line of thought is that mental picturing must lie at the
base of language’s relation to the world. But the Chinese can rely on
picturing or representing as the method of tying language to things without
having to invent a detour through the mind and mental images. The picture
is itsell the linguistic entity, the character. The written form is not a
representation of the sound but of the thing. Hence the mediation between
sounds and objects in the world is not provided by the inner, private
subjectivity (an idea or other ‘‘affection of the soul’’) but by shared social
convention—by the character. Accordingly, there is no positing of private
mental states to explain or describe thinking or meaning.*® The medium of
thought, in the ancient Chinese view, is language, not ideas. In this
respect, classical Chinese philosophy is rather more akin to very recent
Western thought than to that of the Enlightenment. Of course, Chinese
thinkers never put the view as an explicit denial of mental ideas because
there was no development of the “*idea’’ theory around to be denied. The
behavioral nominalist view was their commonsense view just as the
Lockean one is ours. They never were motivated to postulate a mental
image or concept to mediate between sounds and objects; their characters
performed that function and made it clear that language and its semantics
are shared social phenomena—not individual, solipsistic cnes.

The Argument from Translation

One of the natural roles for terms like concepr, idea, and universal is to
explain translation. Words like knife and tao 7] are related. We say they
“‘mean the same thing.”’ What is the ‘“‘thing”’ they mean? Again, the
mechanism of the idea comes into play. The meaning of a word must be the
concept, the idea—the abstract or mental entity that mediates between
language and the world. The possibility of translation between two
different languages seems to depend on the existence of such ideal or
mental or metaphysical meaning-entities. Otherwise there is no objective
reality on which to base the claim that words in those languages have *‘the
same meaning.”’

This line of thought helps to soften the shock of the awareness that
language is conventional .>! We can limit the conventionalism of language
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to the words (sounds) while keeping objective (constant across different
cultures) the ideas or concepts which are the important components of
thinking and on which language is parasitic.

In Plato’s Cratylus, Socrates defends against conventionalist skepti-
cism of language by just such an argument. Following Plato’s practice of
assimilating his subject matter to skills, Socrates argues that a name is like
a shuttle:

And suppose the shuttle to be broken in making, will he make another,
looking to the broken one? or will he look for the form according to
which he made the other? . . .

Then, as to names: ought not our legislator also to know how to put the
true natural name of each thing into sounds and syllables, and to make
and give all names with a view to the ideal name, if he is to be namer in
any true sense? And we must remember that different legislators will not
use the same syllables. For neither does every smith, although he may be
making the same instrument for the same purpose, make them all of the
same iron. The form must be the same, but the material may vary, and
still the instrument may be equally good of whatever iron made, whether
in Hellas or in a foreign country;—that makes no difference.

Very true.

And the legislator, whether he be Hellenie or barbarian, is not therefore
0 be deemed by you a worse legislator, provided he gives the true and
proper form of the name in whatever syllables; this or that country makes
no matter.3 ' ‘

The Chinese equivalent of Plato’s “‘ideal name’* which is constant
among different linguistic groups would not be an ideal or mental entity,
but the Chinese character. It could be expressed in different syllables in the
different languages in the Chinese cultural area. The characters provide a
single nonphonemic written form common to all languages—which are
simply different ways of pronouncing each character. The natural way of
describing translation in a Chinese cultural milieu is to say that it consists
in giving the pronunciation or reading of the characters in the different
languages, rather than considering languages to have different words. The
words are common to all (represented by the characters) and allow one to

understand something like translation without any refuge to ideas or
" concepts. This view of translation persists even when non-Chinese lan-
guages like Japanese are encountered. Rather than saying the Japanese
word iku means the same thing as the Chinese word sheng, one says iku
is the Japanese yomi (pronunciatibn, reading) for 4 . If our culture had
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been dominated (rather than merely fascinated) by Chinese Culture, we

might now regard life as the English reading for % rather than saying they
mean the same thing.

The Argument from Communication

There is a line of thought leading to talk of mental or ideal abstract entities
that proceeds from worries about how communication takes place. This
story is common in psychological, linguistic, and commonsense accounts
of oral communication even with modern scientific embellishments. The
speaker passes air through a vibrating and articulating medium,; the air
transmits the sound waves; the ear receives the impulses and translates
themn into nerve stimulations going to the brain, which somehow decodes
them into phoneme sequences. But this story of communication leaves
questions at both ends. Something lies behind the speaker’s forming the
words. The hearer, furthermore, may hear the string of words without
communication in the full sense. The presence of homophones, ambiguous
words, equivocation, or the like prompts us to say that successful commu-
nication requires some deeper correspondence than that between the
sounds intended and received. The hearer must form ‘‘the same idea” on
hearing the sounds that the speaker had when he spoke. The bare sequence
of sounds seems as inadequate to our notion of communication as it does to
our notion of meaning. :

Again, Locke gives us the classical statement of this picture of
communication.

Concerning words also it is farther to be considered. First, that they
being immediately the Signs of Men's Ideas; and, by that means, the
Instruments whereby Men communicate their conceptions, and express to
one another those Thoughts and Fmaginations, they have within their own
Breasts, there comes by constant use, to be such a Connexion between
certain Sounds, and the Ideas they stand for, that the Names heard,
almost as readily excite certain Ideas, as if the Objects themselves, which
are apt to produce them, did actually affect the senses.™

The alternative account of communication available to a Chinese
speaket, also in the face of homophones and ambiguity, is fascinating and
instructive. There are a high number of homophonous characters, so the
character provides much more specificity than the sound. A person’s
understanding oral communication is characteristically seen as his knowing
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which word (character) the speaker intended. When breakdowns in com-
munication occur, Chinese write the character on their hands, in the air, or
describe it in conventional ways.?* The elements in the implicit theory of
communication are all public, social, and linguistic. The way of describing
and facilitating communication does not turn on achieving coincidence of
private mental ideas, but on knowing which ‘‘name’” was used.

The Argument from General Learning

Baby Susie learns to utter *‘doggie’” in the presence of Fido (the family
dog—a collie) and the neighbor’s German shepherd and a few other
occasional mongrels as examples. However, the first time she sees Uncle
Harry’s Afghan hound, she promptly chirps, “‘Doggie!”” How did she
know? We tend to say she has learned to abstract from particular examples
—learned abstract thinking. She has abstracted from all the particular dogs
she had encountered the features common to all dogs. Seeing that the
Afghan hound had these features, even though quite different in other
respects, she cormrectly classifies it as a dog. This classification depends on
her having learned an abstract idea.

Baby Mei-ling, on the other hand, has learned to use the word kou
‘dog’ for that stuff which she encounters again at Uncle Jang’s. But the
story told does not involve any abstracting. Rather one says that she has
acquired the ability to distinguish dog-stuff from non-dog-stuff. She is, in
effect, not seeing a different object, but a different part of the same stuff.33
The problem of learning for Mei-ling is how she is able to reidentify the
same stuff. But expressing the problem in that way makes us less likely to
talk of abstracting properties from different objects. As we shall see (see pp.
124-37), the philosophical problem corresponding to the possibility of
abstract knowledge generated by the Chinese picture is rather how we can
possibly know or love some mereological whole rather than just knowing
or loving those parts we encounter in our vicinity.

On Arguments from Chinese Language to Chinese Thought

Western sinologists have long been fascinated with the possible effects that
Chinese characters might have had on Chinese thought. The suggestions
* have at times discredited the very attempt to theorize about any possible
relations between written style and philosophical content. But despair is
not justified. The arguments cannot be as strong as many have hoped; they
cannot support conclusions of the form, ‘‘Chinese cannot say or think.
.. .”" Nor can the argument from characters to lack of abstract theorizing
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be as simple and direct as, for instance, Nakamura's assertion that because
characters are pictures they cannot express abstract ideas.>®

Still, the assumption that modes of expression influence the content
expressed is too plausible to abandon. The above arguments attempt to
give the kind of explanation of the relation of language to thought that is
defensible. One cannot argue that a nonphonemic writing system is a
necessary and sufficient condition for philosophical nominalism. One can
plausibly argue that characters (which are viewed as representing semantic
content directly) can serve theoretical or explanatory functions which those
without such a writing system are inclined to assign to abstract or mental
entities, The characters thus render such theorizing less attractive to
philosophers. By eliminating or filling some of the explanatory functions
of concepts or ideas, the pictographs or ideographs reduce the motivation
for abstract or mentalistic theorizing.

Our conclusion is simply that it should not be taken as unreasonable or
lacking in philosophical depth that Chinese thinkers never developed
theories of abstract entities like ideas, concepts, or universals. These kinds
of theories, either in ontology, semantics, philosophy of mind, or theory of
knowledge (epistemology), are motivated and stimulated by features of
language which divide the Chinese family of languages from the Indo-
European family.?’ Since philosophical questions are generated out of our °
ordinary ways of speaking and writing, we can expect that the different
forms in which philosophical questions are posed will push theorization in
different directions. It is not that abstract theories are impossible for
Chinese; it is only that they are not necessary.

Chinese Grammar and Ontology in Review

A pair of hypotheses about Chinese thought in general in the classical
period make up this chapter. One is positive. It is the hypothesis that a
stufflike ontology and semantics were implicitly operating as a background
assumption behind pre-Han philosophy. The other is a negative corollary.
It is the hypothesis that an abstract or mentalistic ontology and semantics of
the type common to Western thinkers were not implicit assumptions behind
pre-Han philosophy. ' :

The positive hypothesis is generated by noticing the mass-noun-like
features of Chinese nouns (especially as a historical development). The
way in which such nouns can be assimilated to proper names suggests an
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elegant and simple picture. All terms pick out a segment of reality. The
segment is not necessarily physically contiguous but is roughly a stuff-
kind. This picture rests on an assumption common in the beginnings of
semantic theory, the assurnption that all words are names. We have seen
how the syntactic mobility of graphs in Chinese grammar allowed this
assumption to survive considerable analysis. *

The issue linking Chinese semantics and theory of knowledge, given
this picture, was the cognitive ability of speakers to distinguish the
stuff-kinds from each other. For a great many stuff-kinds, like the stock
example ma ‘horse’, the distinguishing characteristic could be the shape of
the bits. So horse can be held to be the name of a mereological object—a
thing-kind, and we can explain our ability to distinguish horse-stuff from
ox-stuff as our ability to distingnish characteristic shapes.

That the grammar provides an explanation for an alternative mass-
stuff picture of reality is, at the same time, evidence that the grammar
would not explain, as our grammar would for Indo-European languages, an
abstract or mentalistic theory of reality. The question about abstraction in
Chinese philosophy should be a question about theory, not about the
presence or absence of inflection nor about the possibility of referring to
abstract objects if there are abstract objects. I have, however, produced
several arguments from language to the implausibility of such abstract
theorizing (and thus against abstract interpretations of philosophical theo-
ries when concrete interpretations are equally coherent). Chinese language,
I assume, could perfectly well have expressed abstractions if a Chinese
philosopher had been motivated to construct theories about semantic
abstraction and abstract objects, but the common motivations from lan-
guage (grammatical structure and writing system) for such abstract.or
mental speculation are absent in the case of Chinese. There is no reason for
Chinese philosophers to have invented such objects.

This ends the initial phase of the argument that a mereological or mass
ontology and a nominalist philosophy of mind are the foundation assump-
tions of classical Chinese thought. The next step is to see how these
assumptions structure and illuminate the philosophical texts of the period.
In the subsequent chapters, I argue that nominalistic interpretations of the

- traditional schools of classical thought are more philosophically interesting
and coherent than those based on the traditional assumptions of Western
philosophy. The thought of the Neo-Mohists and Kung-sun Lung in
particular are made much more intelligible by the present strategy than
when viewed as pale, inaccurate reflections of Western traditional philo-
sophical theories.



Chapter 3

Background Theories of Language in
Ancient China

A long time ago in a far-off place (though still on Earth and in history) a
philosophical tradition arose. The tradition developed issues, theories,
criticisms, and controversies. Our evidence for what these were is found in
texts preserved by a tradition. In explaining those texts we propose
accounts of what the controversies were.

The philosophical controversics in China differed in some well-
known ways from those of ancient Greek and European philosophy.
Interest in metaphysics, epistemology, and logic, topics which have
virtually defined *‘philosophy,’” do not dominate Chinese thought. It had
social-political theory, ethics, philosophical psychology, and philosophy
of language. The latter is of special interest because the language itself is
fascinating.

In the preceding chapter, I began an explanation of some of the
differences. Against a background belief that we think alike, I showed that
having a different language would make us less likely to postulate certain
philosophical objects—mental concepts, meanings, ideas, abstract objects
or forms. Other differences have to be accepted as starting contingencies.
Our accounts must simply accept that philosophy starts with certain
interests dominant. Thales is interested in explanation; Confucius is
interested in social activism.

Plausible stories can be told that explain certain broad orientations of
thought from various ‘‘material’’ conditions. Explanations of this sort may
be based on geography, sociology, political history, growth of technology,
or something similar. Language is thus just one of the factors influencing
the development of a philosophical tradition.

55
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There is no need to speculate about which factors are most important
in explaining a whole tradition. Different factors explain different aspects
of philosophical theories. Language as an explanatory factor has two
advantages relevant for the present study. It explains better the kinds of
issues under discussion here— abstraction, mental theorizing, and (obvi-
ously) the theories of language.

In this chapter, I look at the direct and indirect assumptions and
claims made about language, knowledge, and mind in the writings of the
major figures of Chinese thought who provided the philosophical milicu
out of which the School of Names arose. I discuss the Neo-Mohists and
Kung-sun Lung in separate chapters. My purpose here is to defend the
attribution of four assumptions about language to the tradition as a whole.
These four claims about the view of language help both to explain many
traditionally Chinese philosophical issues such as the rectification of
names, and to anchor the argument for a nominalist treatment of the
Neo-Mohists and Kung-sun Lung.

In the place of an intuitive grasp of the ‘‘Chinese mind,”’ I have
outlined an argument for an interpretive theory that takes behavioral
nominalism as a plausible perspective through which to understand both
the background tradition of philosophy and the semantic theories which
later emerged from that tradition. That perspective methodologically
embodies a preference for coherent, philosophically defensible interpreta-
tions which need not presuppose any theories of abstract or mental entities.
The preference, of course, could be overridden by texts which can only be
interpreted as expressing lines of thought which motivate abstraction.

The assumption that we are dealing with philosophy also has a
metaphilosophical perspective. We identify philosophical theories as those
which can be informatively cast in the rubric of questions about language.
Broadly stated, philosophy is regarded as an attempt to clarify and perfect
the use of language as an information processing and socializing tool. This
is done by analysis of meanings, uses, assumptions, or theories found in
both ordinary and specialized language. The formulation of philosophical
questions and philosophical theories in, for instance, ontology, logic,
epistemology, or ethics can be expected to reflect the structure, idioms,
- social uses, and history of a particular language. :

The language-focus perspective turns out to be a particularly appro-
priate one for interpreting Chinese philosophical theories. It is notoriously
difficult to find clear counterparts of metaphysics and epistemology in
Chinese thought. But the entire classical period reveals a fascination with
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problems of language, its semantics, and especially pragmatics (the rela-
tion of language and users of language). Trying to force metaphysics,
ethics, or epistemology on unwilling texts has resulted in simultaneously
distorting and debasing the philosophical theories of classical China. The
infatuation of Chinese thinkers with language is widely recognized and
accepted by even the most traditional scholars, but it is pushed aside in
interpretation because these scholars themselves do not fully appreciate the
ways in which language is central to philosophical thought. (I do not mean
to single out Western interpreters by this remark—the same comments
apply to Buddhist-infected traditional Chinese scholars in union with the
philosophical heirs of the anti-language innatism of Mencius, that is,
Neo-Confucianism in general.) _

Early in chapter 2, [ explain the features of Chinese which would
motivate nominalist presuppositions about language—presuppositions which,
though close to some modern nominalism, contrast strikingly with the
dominant traditional assumptions of Western thought. In this chapter, the
nominalist hypothesis is broadened into an account of four assumptions
about language which lie behind the key doctrines from traditional thought
which led up to Kung-sun Lung.

“The philosophical doctrines of the major pre-Han traditions I examine
are primarily those which plausibly involve implicit or explicit theories
about language. I contrast the assumptions about language in those
doctrines with Western ‘‘conventional wisdom’ about language. The
nominalist assumptions, I argue, explain the texts more coherently than the
abstract or mental-conceptual assumptions. Given these nominalist pre-
suppositions and their other explicit philosophical attitudes, the diffcrences
between Chinese and Western philosophical views can be understood as
reasonable developments and inferences from these different assumptions.
The underlying hypothesis, then, is that Chinese views on language are
interestingly different from our own and that the difference explains (gives
the rationale for) their differing philosophical views.

The Four Assumptions

The assumptions that are implicit in classical thought about language fall
into four categories: (1) assumptions about the function of language, that
is, what is language for?; (2) assumptions about the way in which language
relates to the world, that is, what model of reality informs the account of
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the function of language?; (3) assumptions about the origin and status of
language, that is, how do languages come to be and what kind of
knowledge do we have when we know how to use them?; and (4)
miscellaneous contrasts in assumptions about the relation between lan-
guage and mental or abstract ohjects— thoughts, meanmgs universals,

classes, and the like.

Ancient Chinese philosophy contrasts with ancient Greek philosophy
in lacking a preoccupation with meanings as expressed in definitions.
Socrates and Plato regarded their attempts at definition as the crucial
method of gaining real knowledge. Neither Confucius, Lao-tzu, nor
Mencius ever viewed the philosophical task in that way or used definition
as a discovery of a deeper truth. It would be contrary to the tenor of the
Chinese approach to admonish an interlocutor as Socrates does, *‘Tell me
what it means, don’t give me examples.’’ There is in Chinese thought no
- theory of semantic correlates of words, i.e., ‘‘meaning’’ in the sense of
something conveyed in a definition. And meaning's theoretical and philo-
sophical associates, such as universals, intensions, ideas, senses, concepts,
or connotations, are similarly absent from pre-Han philosophical dis-
course.

Of course Chinese literature includes dictionaries—and these have
definitions, that is, words or strings of words which can replace the word
being defined. There seems to have been no attempt to capture the ‘‘real
essence’’ by a definition. Synonym definition, definition by ostensive
listing, and etymological explanation can be found alongside genus-species
definitions' in dictionaries and in the Neo-Mohist Canon. Dictionaries, in
other words, list words or expressions which have the same use as the term
being defined and hence are interchangeable with it in sentences. There
never appeared to be any assumption that fundamental knowledge about
reality was being conveyed by definitions. This was merely knowledge
about names—how to use them.

We might best understand the thrust of Chinese thought in this period
by thinking of the philosophical schools as being interested in the use of -
language; they would be interested only in accounts of the way words
functioned in, say, socialization, problem solving, or behavior modification.

Given the division of the study of language into syntax (the interrela-
tions of linguistic entities), semantics (the relation of language and
extralinguistic reality), and pragmatics (the relation of language to the
purposes of language users), Chinese thought may be said to concentrate
on pragmatics. Thus, Chinese thinkers, relatively speaking, are concerned
less about semantic truth and more about pragmatic acceptability. That is
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not to claim that their language is in some fundamental way different, such
that the criteria of truth cannot be applied—it can. But the broadly
pragmatic test of appropriateness of utterance, or Ko ® ‘acceptability’,
was more often appealed to in their own statement of philosophical issues
and in dealing with disputes.than any notions resembling a semantic truth
concept. Hence, instead of asking if a philosophical claim was true,
Chinese philosophers asked if it was assertable (k'0).

The Regulative Function of Language

The function of language that seemed to preoccupy Chinese thinkers was
the regulative, as opposed to the descriptive, function. Words have an
impact on people’s attitudes and inclinations to act. Chinese philosophy
tended for the most part to focus on ethical terms for which the Positivist
metaethical philosophers used the termt emotive. Confucianism (the
Confucius—Hsitn-tzu wing) and Taoism (especially the Lao-tzu) exhibit
this assumption most plainly. Confucius and Hsiin-tzu regard *‘rectification
of names’” as an important facet of the art of governing, and the Lao-tzu
adduces a strong causal link among naming, desiring, and acting. Taoism
discusses terms, desires, deliberate action, and similar matters as if they
formed a system. Even where the focus is on seemingly nonevaluative
distinctions like upper and lower, the Taoist assumes a (perhaps misguid-
ed) tendency in a linguistic community to prefer one of the contrary
aspects.

This traditional Chinese attitude toward language’s function is often
characterized as a naively primitive belief in the “‘power” of words.
Describing this assumption as a belief that words can magically exercise a
psychological compulsion is merely presupposing our own view of a
language-independent psyche and of a relatively inert language system.
Thus Nivison may be taken to have noticed this same underlying feature of
Chinese thought when he speaks of “‘a primitive and persisting belief in the
magical properties of words: words properly used and combined had power
to compel action.”” But Chinese thinkers would have no reason to regard
the rather mundane truth that language learning and acquisition of disposi-
tions to behavior go hand in hand as ‘‘magical.”” That characterization is
for our benefit. But it has drawbacks since it suggests that one cannot give
a rationale for the Chinese assumption. It is implausible, given the absence
of any direct textual assertion, to suggest that Chinese thinkers themselves
regarded this feature of language as magical, beyond natural process.

Herbert Fingarette has recognized the significance of language per-
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haps more than any modern commentator on Confucianism, but he too
persists in using the metaphor of magic in describing it (aithough for
Fingarette magic is not supposed to have the pejorative, condescending
tone we normally associate with it).>

The interest in the regulative function of language is also taken as
primitive by some Chinese writers. Chang Tung-sun wrote:

Primitive man, we are told, often takes language as a concrete entity. The
lower the culture, the greater the power of words. In primitive society
language has magical power, therefore there is a direct connection
between language and thought. If a primitive man is accused of being a
thief, he most certainly becomes angry. But in modern soctety a sophisti-
cated person can turn aside this accusation by a smile, provided he is
innocent. We may take the degree of the power of words as a gauge to
measure the development of an ethnic intellectual development. This
point has been sufficiently demonstrated by modern students of child

psychology and **primitive mentality’” so we do not need to dwell upon it
any further.?

An analytic American philosopher like Fingarette, noticing essentially the
same concern with “*the force of speech acts,”” would characterize them as
“‘distinctive insights . . . close in substance and spirit to some of the most
characteristic of the very recent philosophical developments.”’” In itself,
the awareness of the regulative function of language is neither sophisti-
cated nor naive—but it does contrast with the dominant assumption of the
Western philosophical tradition.

One of the most convincing characterizations of the way Chinese
think can be seen as a consequence of this characteristically Chinese
assumption about language. It has been noted by Munro:

In China, truth and falsity in the Greek sense have rarely beén important
considerations in a philosopher’s acceptance of a given belief or proposi-
tion; these are Western concerns. The consideration important to the
Chinese is the behavioral implications of the belief or proposition in
question. What effect does adherence to the belief have on people? What
implications for social action can be drawn from the statement?®

The stress on behavioral implications of doctrines can be seen as a
natural consequence of the underlying view that the function of words is to
engender and express attitudes with implications for action rather than to
express some *‘content’’ such as the speaker’s thoughts which either reflect
.or fail to reflect reality.
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The relative stress on the attitude-forming functions of language
versus the content-expressing function is one of the crucial and most
frequently ignored contrasts between the Western and Chinese traditions. It
~ is ultimately central to the perspective of dominant schools of Confucian-
ism and Taoism. Even for those schools for whom the assumption is less
central (the Neo-Mohists, the Dialecticians, and Chuang-tzu's Taoism—{for
whom a representing function of language is relatively more prominent)
the influence of the regulative view is clearly evident.

Division and Discrimination

The dominant traditional answer to the second question—how language
relates to reality—employs the metaphor of cutting, dividing, or discrimi-
nating. Again the Taoist position is the strongest expression of this attitude
(and again, especially in the Lao-tzu). Terms of language divide or cut the
universe of discourse into portions or opposites. To have a language is to
distinguish or discriminate stuffs in a given way.

The dividing metaphor gives a model of how language performs its
functions both when the function is regulative and when it is descriptive.
To use language in a certain way is to grade the world into portions
evaluated positively and negatively, into that desired and that abhorred,
that allowed and that forbidden. The link between the regulative function
and the dividing technique can be illuminated by considering different
interpretations of a line from chapter 32 of the Tao Te Ching. This line is
developing the metaphor of the ‘‘uncarved block.”” D. C. Lau renders the
line, “‘As soon as it.is cut, there are names,’’” and W. T. Chan gives, ‘‘As
soon as there were regulations and institutions there were names.’*® The
intuitions of these two tramslators could easily be harmomized if we
attribute to Chinese a background understanding of language—a system of
names—as a conventional institution or social practice of dividing and
discriminating. When there are institutional practices of dividing or dis-
criminating ‘there are names. (I am using institution in the sense in which
morality is an institution—not in the sense in which Chase Manhattan
Bank is an institution.)

Even where the descriptive function of language is relativeiy more
important in Chinese thought, the division- or distinction-making model of
the language-world relation still applies. One can find it expressed in the
Neo-Mohists and in Hsiin-tzu. When we regard language as an institution
for dividing reality® the story interlaces nicely with the claim, defended in
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chapter 2, that terms of Chinese are taken as singular names of mass
objects. The institutions of language divide the world into, say, horse and
nonhorse, hard and scft, white and dark. So a ‘‘one-name-one-thing”’
formula for rationalizing a language is based on taking mass kinds as things
divided off from one another by the linguistic practices of the community,

Naturally, working with this rudimentary intuitive semantic picture is
going to lead to quite different ways of talking about modification and to
some special problems: is white-horse two things or one? If two, is one of -
them ‘‘the white’’? In fact, the problems which emerge in the Neo-
" Mohists’ and Dialecticians’ arguments about names and things are just
those which we could predict would arise for a mass stuff ontology. And
they are quite unlike the kinds of problems which would be generated in a
Platonic scheme. Ultimately, as we shall see, the difficulty in dealing with
the problems as cast in their mereology and the failure of any schools to
produce an alternative semantic theory confirms for Chinese philosophy,
over time, the skeptical view of the Taoist with regard to language,
namely, that consistent semantics is impossible for languages.

Conventionalism

The third presupposition, conventionalism, has two versions. The weaker
version of conventionalism treats the sounds or symbols we use as social
conventions, properly used as long as they are mutually recognized by a
language community. Simply put, what we call horse, we could as well
have called ox. The stronger version holds that not only the sounds and
symbols are conventional, but so is the associated practice of division. The
way of dividing reality into objects to be named (totally apart from what
symbols or sounds the community uses) is also a function of common
acceptance of a shared and conventional practice of classification or
division.

The conventionalism in China tends toward the stronger version.
Naming is just making the distinctions, and the distinctions themselves are
merely conventional—socially agreed-on ways of dividing up the world.
This does not necessarily land one in Taoist relativism, for one may allow
that there are in some sense ‘‘correct” distinctions which should be
reflected in socially accepted language, that is, the theory of rectification of
names. Alternatively, one could become a Taoist skeptic and say that there
are no “‘real’’ distinctions and that any way of dividing the world is social
convention. There is no basis for evaluation of distinctions except some
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shared practice. This seems to be the central philosophical claim underly-
ing Taoist skepticism and mysticism.

The recognition that language is conventional is, of course, also a
feature of Western philosophy. But the Western version tended more to
weak conventionalism. So conventionalism’s implications emerge as more
skeptical and nihilistic in China. This is in part due to the absence of
theorizing about real meanings, forms, ideas, or universals. The skepticism-
conventionalism link would have seemed less compelling if one believed
either (1) that there are stable ideal entities which stand as the meanings of
words, or (2) that we have language-independent access to the real things
or real distinctions against which to check the conventions in our use of
names. In general, only the latter approach was employed by Chinese
realists.

Nominalism

Chapter 2 includes a partial explanation for nominalism in Chinese
thought. The claim from that point on is just that there is no reason in the
texts to reject that explanation. No concept of “‘real’” meaning nor of any
abstract entity such as universal, idea, concept, or sense is employed or
hinted at by early Confucians, Taoists, or Mohists. Further, none of these
notions are presupposed or are explanatorily helpful in understanding their
other doctrines. The presupposition is not that the philosophers of the
period denied that there were universals but that there was never a theory of
universals, implicit or explicit, around to deny.

Nominalism, as a distinguishing assumption of Chinese thought, is
the absence not only of a specific form of metaphysical theory (universals)
but also of characteristic Western theories of language, philosophy of
mind, and theory of knowledge. In general, early Chinese philosophical
texts do not show any tendency to assume or postulate subjective mental
ideas either to explain the meaning of words, to attribute beliefs, or to be
evaluated as knowledge. The words idea and thought play all thesc roles in
the Western tradition, and there are no equivalent theories in classical
Chinese philosophical discourse.

Nominalism in the Philosophy of Mind

Nominalism in the areas of epistemology and philosophy of mind in China
is reflected in pre-Han Chinese grammar of propositional attitudes: believes
that, thinks that, knows thar, and so on. Traditional empiricist Western
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epistemology rested on a widely articulated theory of mind. The mind was
viewed as a container of items called thoughts or ideas which potentially
correspond both to words and to objects or states of affairs in the world.
That commonsense philosophy of mind is easily correlated with our own
grammar of propositional attitudes—of krow and believe. Both verbs take
sentences or that-phrases as their ‘‘objects.’” Similarly, we take the
sentence or proposition to be the ““content’ of the belief or knowledge
state—the content of the mind. Hence a mind’s believing is just its
containing thoughts or ideas. The thoughts are things which, like senten-
ces, may be true or false—depending on whether or not they correspond to
the way the world actually is. This picture of inner, conscious, or mental
states suggests that belief is a subjective representation and that knowledge
is the representation’s corresponding to the way things are. The belief-
knowledge distinction is a prominent feature of English grammar.

Now ancient Chinese has twe quite different and grammatically
complex expressions which are routinely translated into the propositional
attitudes—chilh % ‘know’ and i wei LA ‘believe’. Because the two
expressions are grammatically quite different, Chinese theories of know]-
edge virtually never used that contrast to formulate skepticism. Instead,
knowing was presented as a kind of skill. Think of it as skill in applying
names (discriminating according to community practices). Propositional
knowledge was implicitly treated as knowing how (according to the
accepted practice) to apply expressions (predicates) to things. Proposi-
tional belief, similarly, was a disposition of a speaker to apply such
expressions to objects in a particular way and then to behave in the ways
conventionally associated with that predicate; for example, to believe
Nixon is evil is to *‘evil”” (apply the tetm evi! to) Nixon and to vote against
him or to demonstrate in the streets.

The grammar of the belief context in Chinese is that of a three-place
predicate: x i y wei F (where x is a person, y an object and F a property),
for instance, ‘‘Nancy i John wei the most handsome man in Kansas.”
Translators are sometimes careful to replicate this structure yielding the
translation, ‘‘x deems y to be F.”’ The difference between chik and | wei
can be represented as analogous to that between a disposition or habit and
an acknowledged skill. A skill has a success component; it is done
correctly. The disposition may or may not also be a skill. The success
element in the meaning of chih is what makes the translation knowledge
(versus belief) work. Knowledge, too, has a success or objective compo-
nent which belief lacks. But the background philosophical account of what
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this component is in Chinese and Western systems is rather different. The
simple word-by-word association hides that underlying structure which
shapes the different formulations of skepticism in the two traditions. The
Chinese case leads quite naturally to a skepticism based on conceptual
relativism where the classical empiricist belief-knowledge distinction led
to skepticism of the senses. The ‘‘correctness’” or skill in the application of
an expression to an object is much more obviously dependent on the
conventions of a language than is the notion of a correspondence between
ideas or thoughts and reality. So the Chinese concept of knowledge (chih)
is of a skill that is relative to some practice or institution of distinguishing
and naming—that is, to some language.

Chinese skepticism is thus quite different from classical empiricist
skepticism in the West. The Taoist skeptic does not doubt that we have
knowledge; rather, he treats it as obvious that we do but recommends that
we jettison the ‘‘knowledge’ that is the conventional discriminatory and
manipulative skills which we learn in acquiring names. What this version
of skepticism rejects, then, are not subjective ideas, beliefs, or views of a
thinking individual, but the learned practices of dividing the world shared
by a linguistic group.

The nominalist assumption thus explains a broad range of Chinese
thought. What follows is a survey of the theories of language and related
views in ontology, philosophy of mind, and epistemology of the pre-Han
thinkers who formed the background philosophical milieu out of which the
study of naming grew. The order of exposition is the Tao Te Ching,
Confucianism, Mo-tzu, and Chuang-tzu. '

The Tao Te Ching

The Tao Te Ching is usually regarded as an edited collection of aphorisms,
poems, and fragments of politics, metaphysics, ethics, and psychology.
There is a central philosophical core linking these disparate elements (of
course how they are linked and harmonized depends on one’s selection and
reconstruction of the parts). This core is a theory about names and
language, knowledge, learning, desires, distinctions, and practical action.
The theory is that knowledge, wisdom, and learning are matters of
mastering a linguistic practice. These intellectual virtues are thus relative
to language. Language is viewed as a collection of names which mark
conventional distinctions and correspond to and cause conventional ways
of responding to the world—attitudes and actions.
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Conventional Knowledge

Knowledge is used in the Tao Te Ching in ways which are quite different
from the ways it is used in the West. While the Tao Te Ching is a skeptical
document, its skepticism is not a traditional, empiricist skepticism of the
senses. This difference is signaled by a central slogan' of Taoism: **Aban-
don knowledge.”” Rather than doubting that we have knowledge, the
Taoist questions its worth. The slogan is paradoxical unless we assume the
Taoist has something in mind quite different from warranted true belief
when he uses the term knowledge.

Lao-tzu!! recommends abandoning a whole complex: (1) names, (2)
distinctions, (3) desires, (4) specific moral virtues of Confucius, (5)
learning, cleverness, knowledge and wisdom, and: sageliness, and (6)
action caused by 1-5. The connection of these elements forms the core of
the Taoist theories of language. . '

There is a useful philosophical distinction for understanding the
Taoist theory, that between knowing that (propositional knowledge) and
knowing how (skill). Knowing how need not invoive conscious, proposi-
tional knowledge. I may know that gyroscopic forces act in a certain way,
yet knowing that does not entail my knowing how to ride a bicycle, nor can
I necessarily learn how to ride a bicycle quicker or more certainly than the
person who has never heard of a gyroscope. There is yet a third type of
knowledge—knowledge by acquaintance. The three different senses of
konowledge may be illustrated by the different senses in which I can know
the frost is on the pumpkin. I can know that it was below freezing last
night; I can know how to recite the piece; and I can know of the poem—I
have encountered it before; I know what you are talking about.

References to knowing {chik) in Chinese philosophical texts are most
naturally treated as either knowing how or knowledge by acquaintance.'?
Knowing the virtues (e.g., knowledge of benevolence), can be read as
either knowing (how) to be benevolent or knowing of (being acquainted
with) benevolence.

Knowledge is a product of learning in the sense of training, not in the
sense of the acquisition of data items called concepts and facts. The
paradigm of what is learned is the traditional Confucian virtues (though the
Taoists’ argument is perfectly general, i.e., it applies against any acquired
system of discrimination, naming, evaluation, and conventionally guided
action},

What is it to know a virtue? It is at root a kind of knowing how. How
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to what? How to make certain distinctions and how to desire and act
according to the virtue. That involves being able to make discriminations
or distinctions (dividing the world) which have, via the attitudes that go
along with the division, implications for action,

Our “‘knowledge,” “‘wisdom,”’ and ‘‘sageliness’’ (when condemned
rather than praised) are best viewed as our mastery of a particulat system of
name use—knowing how, according to that system, to divide the world
"and how to “*desire”’ in consequence of our division. ‘"Knowledge’ is
akin to *‘culture.”” It is skill in evaluative distinction making of the type
recommended by Confucius. Knowing how to use a name is knowing a
culturally accepted way of distinguishing and discriminating for guiding
our action.

I we think of rao as a **way’’ of acting, then a total system of names,
distinctions, and evaluations corresponds to a tao. A tao is the concrete set
of actions corresponding to a system of discourse—its embodiment in
behavior (human social behavior for Confucians, natural *‘behavior’’ of all
things for Taoists). The notion of zae is closely linked to theories of
language in Taoism. The first chapter of the Tao Te Ching begins with two
parallel assertions, the first about feos and the second about names. The
translation for the verbal use of tao is simply ‘‘to speak.’” Thus a zao.
reflects the features of discourse or language. It is essentially regulative,
and it “‘creates’’ things.

Negative Knowledge

Thiere seem to be three kinds or levels of learning, knowledge, or wisdom
operating in early Taoism: conventional, negative, and mystical. There are
the systems of naming, distinguishing, and desiring typical of Confucian-
ism: the culturally dominant conventions of langnage and behavior. Any
such system of distinguishing and desiring, including a prudential or
“‘selfish’”> one, should be abandoned. One is urged not only to forget
benevolence and righteousness but also *‘self.””'? There is a kind of
negative knowing or learning which consists in the injunction to abandon
conventions—knowing to refrain from the conventionally approved evalu-
ative or discriminatory practices.

He learns to be unlearned and returns to what the multitude has missed. '

To know your not knowing is best.'
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A wise man has no extensive knowledge; he who has extensive knowl-
edge is not a wise man.'®

In the Tae Te Ching this negative knowledge consists primarily of
exposure to a tao in which evaluations are reversed. Using negative
knowledge helps us see that the conventional tao is not invariant. Our
tendency is to desire or abhor certain things associated with certain
conventional descriptions or names. The evaluations that typically go
aleng with our names can be reversed; we could value a lower position,
- and disvalue wealth or beauty in certain circumstances or in the long run.

The submissive, the negative or lacking (wu 4% ) aspects Of a system
can be regarded as having value. This second, ‘‘negative’’ kind of
wisdom—that valuations conventionally associated with distinctions in
langnage are not invariant—is what is ‘“taught”’ by the Tae Te Ching.
Since the mystical ‘*wisdom’’ cannot be spoken, the Tao Te Ching can
only propose abandoning conventional knowledge; its stated doctrine can
coherently be only negative knowledge. One does have a kind of knowl-
edge'” when one realizes that the emotive valuations typically associated
with the distinctions of the naming system are ‘‘inconstant’” —that in
particular circumstances or in the long run one would value the opposite of
the conventional values. However, taking this second level alternative
valuation scheme as the Taoist philosophical alternative to Confucianism is
to miss the deeper, mystical point. Such a misconception lies behind the
practical ‘‘scheming’ interpretations of the Tao Te Ching that have
bothered interpreters and drawn two millenia of Confucian criticism. The
Lao-tzu cannot consistently simply advocate another system of desiring
which is the polar opposite of the conventional system. Its critical philo-
sophical theories imply that we must eventually abandon all such systems,
including the negative one,

Mystical Knowledge

Now, if we are to make sense of the tradition attributing a mystical reading
to the text, then we must posit still another species of ‘‘knowledge.’” There
.must be a positive kind of ‘*wisdom’" which, descriptively, is the mystical
identification with extralinguistic reality and which, regulatively, is a
pattern of behavior guided by some immediate, natural responses. About
this “*knowing,”” if it is part of Taoism at all, the Tao Te Ching can only
hint since it cannot be put into words. However, certain passages suggest
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that there are certain sagelike attitudes and behavioral characteristics. But
it does not distinguish between characteristics arising from some sort of
profound identification with a ‘‘constant but unspeakable rao’” and the
characteristics of someone who has abandoned all spoken taos. The
descriptions could fit either picture. There can, by the very nature of the
supposed mystical knowledge, be no evidence from a text like the Tao Te
Ching that its theory included a commitment to a mystical realm of
knowledge.

The psychological characteristics and “‘inner state’’ of the wise man
in either the negative or the mystical state will be the same: he will not
speak, desire, make distinctions, or have a purpose.

He who knows does not speak.

He who speaks does not know.

Close the mouth.

Shut the doors (of cunning and desires).
Blunt the sharpness.

Untie the tangles.

Soften the light,

Become one with the dusty world.

This is called profound identification.'®

Mine is indeed the mind of an ignorant man.

Indiscriminate and dull!

Commen folk are indeed brilliant!

I alone seem to be in the dark.

Common folks see differences and are clear-cut;

I alone make no distinction.

I seem drifting as the sea;

Like the wind blowing about, seemingly without destination.
The multitude all have a purpose;

1 alone seem to be stubborn and rustic.'®

Language Dichotomies

In Lao-tzu’s view, language not only makes distinctions and arouses
desires, but does so largely through dichotomies. Every term in language
has its opposite. Any time a name is used to mark a distinction there must
be an opposite name to apply to the complement. Hence, strictly speaking,
for any one distinction there are two names. They mark the same distinc-
tion, so in a sense they are the same. Taoist relativism seéems to be the
claim that we could draw the distinction almost anywhere. But since the
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main point of the distinction is its effect on our evaluation, it is enough to
show that, given the distinction already conventionally marked, we can
conceive of a system of evaluation that completely reverses the standard,
conventional attitudes. Since the evaluations can be completely reversed,
the distinction could, in principle, have been drawn anywhere. Hence the
seemingly opposite names have no ‘‘real’’ evaluational significance, The
differences are merely a product of conventional recognition.

That the whole world knows the beautiful’s being deemed *‘beautiful* is
sufficient for “‘ugly.”’ That the whole world knows the good’s being
deemed *‘good”” is sufficient for “‘evil.”” Thus “*having™ and *‘lacking’’
produce each other. “*Difficult’’ and '‘easy’ complement each other.
“Long’’ and ‘‘short’” offset each other; ‘‘high’’ and “*low’’ incline
towatd each other; ““‘note’” and ‘‘sound’’ harmonize each other; *‘before™
and “‘after’” follow each other,

Each dichotomy could, in principle, be reversed, and then we would
appreciate what we now call ugly and admire behavior that we now call
evil. The conclusion has two forms that relate to the ontological and
normative interpretations respectively of tao. The distinctions marked by
language are not really in the world, and the recommendations for behavior
embodied in the distinctions are not invariably sound recommendations.
The distinctions are created by a conventional use of words. *‘Infinite and
without boundaries, it cannot be given any name.”’?! “‘Only when it is cut
are there names.’"??

On this interpretation, Lao-tzu’s opening chapter is a concise presummary
of his underlying view. It also gives us strong reasons to prefer the reading
which punctuates after wu and yu in lines 3—6. (These considerations apply
only to the traditional] Wang Pi version of the Tao Te Ching—this chapter
is buried in the middle and the punctuation altered in the recently
discovered Legalist text dating from the Han dynasty [see pp. 19-26.]) Wu
% ‘there does not exist’ and yu & ‘there exists’ must surely be the most
inclusive dichotomous distinction in the language. But they, too, just
create a division. Each term carries with it a pattern of attitudes, interests,
and behaviors. Here, as before, there is a hint that the attitudes generated
by wu ‘nonbeing’, which are normally ignored, are as valuable as, if not
more valuable than, the yu ‘being’ attitudes and purposes. Ultimately,
again, the distinctions marked by yu-wu, like those marked by other
language distinctions, are in reality one. Understanding that is the gateway
to ten thousand mysteries.
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Speaking what can be spoken is not invariant speaking. Naming what can
be named is not invariant naming. Wu & [‘there lacks . . ."] names the
beginning of the universe. Yu #& [‘thereis . ..’] names the mother of
all things, Invariantly wu—ing, one desires to use it to see the subtleties.
Invariantly yu—ing one desires to use it to view manifestations. These two
are the same, but in issuing forth are differently named. Their being one
is mysterious—mystifying it deepens the mystery-—the gateway of ten
thousand subtleties.??

Conventional moral terms and distinctions are introduced, the argu-
ment continues, only because of breakdowns in the natural order of things.
The Confucian distinctions do not really alleviate the breakdowns but in a
perverse way perpetuate them. The preferred policy would be to abandon
the distinctions and words entirely and eliminate all learning (which is
mere skill in word manipulation) and return to ““natural’” behavior.

When the great Tac declined,
The doctrines of humanity and rightcousness arose.
~ When knowledge and wisdom appeared,
There emerged great hypocrisy.
When the six family relationships are not in harmony,
There will be advocacy of filial picty and deep love for children.
When a country is in disorder, there will be praise of loyal ministers.
Abandon sageliness and discard wisdom;
Then the people will benefit a hundredfold.
Abandon humanity and discard righteousness;
Then the people will return to filial piety and deep love.
Abanden skill and discard profit;
Then there will be no thieves or robbers.?*

The Lao-tzu’s only discussion of the senses illuminates the differences
between this linguistic skepticism and skepticism of the senses. The Taoist
version is based on a distinction-making- rather than an object-marking
account of the way words relate to the world. The sense organs distinguish
sensible qualities rather than mirror or represent objects in the world. The
distinctions the -senses make are distorted by the classifications in lan-

guage.

The five colors cause one’s eyes to be blind.
The five tones cause one’s ears to be deaf.
The five flavors cause one’s palate to be spoiled.?
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The suggestion in the passage is that the conventional language-based
distinctions distort or limit the function of our organs. This Whorfian
variation of the Taoist theme is the only hint in Taoism of skepticism of the
senses. Still, the relevant distinction for skepticism is not an appearance-
reality distinction, but a language-reality one.

In summary, there is a quite claborate theory of language in the Tao
Te Ching. It presupposes first, that language and names mark distinctions
{usually dichotomous ones); second, that the distirictions involve attitudes,

) desires, choices, purposes, and ultimately action; and third, that names and
valuations attached to them are conventional—as is all language and all
learning. There is nothing constant, invariant, or ultimate in the conven-
tional practices. Not only do names arbitrarily mark certain distinctions;
the distinctions themselves are merely a result of the social practices fixing
a name’s use, Finally, nothing in the Tao Te Ching requires explanation by
means of definitions, universals, concepts, ideas, or senses. There is no
reason to suppose that Taoist philosophy is other than nominalistic. The
Taoist view is adumbrated nicely in the Lao-tzu’s well-known image: *‘the
nameless uncarved block which is just freedom from desire,’’?

Confucius and the Rectification of Names

The Confucian theory of language is embodied primarily in the doctrine of
rectification of names ( iE4; ). Formally, the doctrine vrges that ming %
‘names’ and shih B ‘actuality’ be ho & ‘united’. As a political doctrine,
the rectification of names concerns names of government hierarchical
positions. Still, the general formula of rectification is ambiguous. It might
require that actual states of affairs be changed to coincide with naming
conventions or that names be manipulated to apply only to actualities
which deserve the names.*’

The characterization *‘rectification of names’ favors the sense in
which names are manipulated to match reality—and this is theoretically
the most interesting sense. Confucius's Analects contains some famous
illustrations. This seems also to be Hsiin-tzu’s approach to the doctrine in
'his more detailed and elaborate account of the rectification of names. He
deals at length with how names are to be assigned and controlled by
political authority. The primary import of the theory of rectification of
names, then, seems to lie in the manipulation of naming conventions rather
than in manipulation of states of affairs (i.e., nonlinguistic states of
affairs).
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Despite the assertion that rectification of names is fundamentally
important to Confucian thought, this passage is the only direct mention of
the doctrine in the Analects.?®

Tzu-lu said, ‘“The ruler of Wei is waiting for you to serve in his
administration. What will be your first measure?”’ Confucius said, “‘It
will certainly concern the rectification of names.’’ Tzu-lu said, ‘‘Is that
507 You are wide of the mark. Why should there be such a rectification?”’
Confucius said, “*Yu! How uncultivated you are! With regard to what he
does not know, the superior man should maintain an attitude of reserve,
If names are not rectified then language will not be in accord, if language
is not in accord then things cannot be accomplished. If things cannot be
accomplished, then ceremonies and music will not flourish. If ceremo-
nies and music do not flourish then punishment will not be just. If
punishments are not just, then the people will not know how to move
hand or foot. Therefore, the superior man will give only what can be
carried out in practice. With regard to his speech the superior man does
not take it lightly. That is all.**?®

Ini this passage, the rectification of names appears to consist in making
names accord (with something). The converse notion of making things or
people accord with names is tokened in other passages, but these are not
explicitly identified as rectification of names—in fact do not deal directly
with names at all. In the first such passage (which follows) the term
rectification (cheng 1E ) but not rectification of names is used,

Chi K’ang Tzu asked Confucius about government. Confucius replied,
*“To govern [cheng T ] is to rectify [cheng IE 1. If you lead the people
by being rectified yourself, who will not be rectified?**

The other most frequently cited passage for discussing the rectification
of names is also a notorious example of the use of nouns as verbs in
pre-Han philoscphical Chinese.

Duke Ching of Ch'’i asked Confucius about government. Confucius
replied, ““Let the ruler be a ruler, the minister be a minister, the father be

" a father, and the son be a son.”” The Duke said, ‘‘Excellent! Indeed,
when the ruler is not a ruler, the minister not a minister, the father not a
father, and the son not a son, although I may have all the grain, shall |
ever get to eat it?’ ™!

The other sources of the meaning of this Confucian theory are
indirect. Confucius was traditionally credited with having written the
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Spring and Autumn Annals as an example of the rectification of names.??
The traditional interpretation of this work should give us a good idea of
what the tradition of rectification of names involves or was thought to
involve.

Basically, the Spring and Autumn Annals is a historical document
which records events in Confucius’s native state of Lu. It is written in terse
chronicle form. According to the commentaries, the laconic entries are not
just recordings of the events, but are simultaneously evaluations of the
moral significance of the events. Words with moral implications were
‘ carefully selected to make moral judgments self-evident. Hu Shih (1891-1962),
for example, lists eight different examples of assassinations in the Spring
and Autumn Annals. > However, not all of them use the word assassinate
( #. ). Some use the milder term kill (sha £t ) to imply that the person
killed was not a just ruler. In some cases the killer is identified, thereby
condemning him. In other cases, the kiiling is said to have been don¢ by
the people, which implies that the ruler was a tyrant.

In another more detailed and very illuminating example, the Spring
and Autumn Annals records the following event: ‘“The Earl of Cheng
subdued Tuan at Yen.””> The commentary points out that the Earl of
Cheng and Tuan were brothers. This fact was deliberately ignored by the
chronicler to chastise the brothers for failing to behave in a ‘‘brotherly”
way. The younger brother, Tuan, had rebelled against his older brother,
the Earl, so he is not called younger brother. The older brother is
deliberately misranked —he was, in fact, a duke. By failing to record the
escape of Tuan, the Annals accuses the older brother of having murderous
intent. All these “‘Confucian slips” are designed to convey an evaluation
of the cvents,

Tung Chung-shu (179-104 p.c.) summarizes the typical Confucian
assessment of the Spring and Autumn Annals:

The Spring and Autumn Annals examines the principles of things and
rectifies their names. It applies names of things as they really are without
making the slightest mistake,>

Mencius, for his part, never directly discusses the doctrine of rectification
‘of names, but the most famous example of rectification occurs in the
Mencius. His goal is to rectify the name king. The term is to be applied
only to a person with the proper Confucian ruling attitude. The relation of
the rectification of names to the traditional code is made obvious. The code
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clearly condemns the assassination of the ruler. Yet Confucian scholars
usually approve of dispatching the supposedly wicked last king in a
declining dynasty. Mencius was asked about this apparent inconsistency;

The King said, *Is it all right for a minister to murder his king?'’
Mencius said, ‘*He who injures righteousness is a destructive person,
Such a person is a mere fellow. I have heard of killing a mere fellow
Chou [the supposedly wicked ruler], but I have not heard of murdering
the ruler.””3

Thus Mencius, too, rectifies names in order to escape problems
arising from conflict of rules or else to make apparent exceptions consistent
with the rules. This kind of problem was a common one for Confucians
because of their stress on obedience to the traditional code. This body of
rules, which had supposedly been handed down from ancient times, was
called the /i #L . Early Confucians neither investigited nor developed
normative mechanisms like theories of moral responsibility or excuse
conditions for resolving conflicts between specific rules or & or for
specifying exceptions to the rules. Naturally, however, such problems
were posed to both Confucius and Mencius at various times. Confucius
was asked about the famous conflict of filial and state obligations— should
one report his father for stealing sheep?”” Mencius was faced with
problems of extreme exceptions to the rules of i—should one rescue one’s
drowning sister-in-law with one’s hand, given the traditional prohibition of
touching between sexes?>®

In place of a theory of subjective versus objective rightness (e.g., a
theory of conditions of responsibility or of excuses), the technique of
rectifying names was the Confucian way of dealing with conflicts and
exceptions. How this doctrine functions can be understood by looking at
the counterformulation of the problem by opponents of the doctrine—the
Mohists. In the Mohists’ attack on this Confucian doctrine, they used
killing thicves as a paradigm example.® Obviously, the traditional rules
condemn killing other men. These same rules will allow, perhaps even
require, the killing of thieves. Both Confucians and Mohists can agree that
these two rules are part of the code to be followed. How are they to be
reconciled? The doctrine of rectification of names, as in the king-versus-mere-
fellow example, entails that one has killed a thief and not a man and
therefore the two rules do not conflict. A thief fails to have the pattern of
action which would merit application of the term man. The Mohists, on the
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other hand, accept “‘a thicf is a man,”” but deny the inference to “‘killing a
thief is killing a man.”” This formalized paradigm shows rather clearly how
philosophical speculation was focused on the problem of avoiding conflict
among a fixed set of moral rules. The rectification of names achieved the
goal by denying simultaneous applicability of names to a thing whenever
the names were used in potentially conflicting rules. This amounts to
giving all terms a grading use and building the code’s moral judgments into
its names,*°

The theory of rectification of names is an expression of a basic
underlying philosophical attitude toward theories that is still reflected in
contemporary China’s “‘sinification of Marxism.’’ Mao’s attitude toward
theory reflects the same skeptical awareness of the gap between an
instruction and its application—an awareness that something unstated,
some intuition, is crucial to any ‘‘knowing how.”’ It is the emphasis on this
awareness that directs Confucianism away from rule-systems accounts of
morality and toward intuitionism.

Generalizing from the man-thief example along with Mencius’s
rectification of “‘king’’ and the traditional view of the Spring and Autumn
Annals, it appears that the process of rectification of names consists in
manipulating the line of division, the linguistic distinction, between
positively and negatively evaluated persons and events in such a way that
the attitudes engendered by rectified use of the language will produce
exactly correct conduct. Hu Shih has suggested that the doctrine of
rectification of names is a kind of positivism and involves a commitment to
an ideal language.*' The parallel is illuminating even if not exact. Where
positivism’s commitment to scientific realism led it to envision a language
in which the real structure of facts could be accurately mirrored, Confu-
cianism's belief in a moral reality impelled it to advocate conceptual
reorganization of language in its regulative function so it would accurately
reflect (and imbue) moral distinctions. Since an ideal language would not
allow for conflict and ambiguity in prescription, rectification of names had
to eliminate rule conflict.

The doctrine of rectification of names characteristically deals with
exclusive distinctions, as opposed to inclusive relationships among names.

"The word man is simply not appropriately applied to a thief or to a person
who allows his sister-in-law to drown. If the word thief applies to a person,
the word man or king or gentleman should not—since moral rules attach to
one and not the other of these descriptions. Thus the moral version of
rectification of names inclines toward a formula to be found in Kung-sun
Lung——one-name-one-thing.
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The doctrine of rectification of names presupposes the same set of
attitudes about the nature and function of names and language outlined
earlier.

The Regulative Function

The terms and names involved in the rectification of names are those that
function in the traditional code: man, king, brother, son. The purpose of
the rectification is to create an ideal language for moral discrimination,
evaluation, and action. It is supposed to eliminate the problematic ethical
questions.

Confucius said, “‘In hearing litigations, 1 am as good as anyone. What is
necessary is to enable people not to have litigations at all.’**?

‘Thus, while in early Western philosophy there is a kind of assumption
that the primary role of language lies in describing the wotld and commu-
nicating ideas or beliefs about the world, Confucian cheng-ming E%
‘rectification of names’ operates on the presupposition that the primary
function of language is to instill attitudes guiding choice and action.
Language use should be manipulated as a means of social control, The
moral ruler can thereby control and influence action by inculcating skill in
making moral discriminations. *‘If language is in accord then things will be
accomplished,” *‘li and music will flourish,”” and ‘‘the people will know
how to act.””*? ‘

Between the rectification of names and its supposed consequence of
widespread moral conformity lies a psychological assumption. Once names
are rectified, once we distinguish among things, events, and people in the
ways the sage kings did, those learning the language will “‘emote’” and
therefore act in perfect accord with the conventional rules laid down by
those same sage kings. The regulative function of language is paraileled by
an assumption of the emotional malleability of people. For the Confucius—
Hsiin-tzu “‘realistic’’ wing it is this assumption which justifies the Confucian
dictum that all can become sages with proper education,

The Mencian, ‘‘idealist™ wing of Confucianism had a quite different
basis for the dictum. People were indeed malleable, but only toward the
good. Everyone can become a sage but not via an external fae or
acquisition of discriminatory abilities from some conventional system.
These Confucians believed that it was natural for someone to be moral.
Moral behavior was not learned behavior but “*human’® behavior (of
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course, learning could help!). The point was not that people simply were
virtuous, but they had an innate inclination to acquire the correct rather
than incorrect discriminatory abilitics. This is evidenced in the tendency to
emulate virtuous rather than wicked models.

The idealist version of Confucianism does not deny the regulative
function of language, but it does undercut the importance of language as a
tool of social control. It is easy to read Mencius as saying that, in principle,
people could be perfectly moral (i.e., be a sage) and never leam a single
ethical formula. The natural growth and development of our inborn
inclinations to act will eventuate in the same outcome (sagelike behavior)
that rectification of names plus the sage’s /i #L (the traditional code)
would produce. Mencius does not deny the regulative cfficacy of language,
but he objects to relying on it for moral development.

Distinction Marking as the Name-Reality Relation

The Tao Te Ching evinced an intense concern with complementary pairs of
words. In Confucian rectification of names there are still complementary
pairs—father-son, ruler-minister—but they express role relationships rather
than evaluative divisions of the world. Thus the pairs of words which
interest a Confucian and which dominate their interest include ruler-
minister, father-son, older brother~younger brother, and great man-small
man. All these dichotomies are practical and political; this branch of
Confucianism lacked interest in pure ontology—the science of being. The
distinction-marking function of language applies primarily to grading
words. We apply a word to the thing if it *‘deserves” it. Conferring a name
is declaring a value—assigning a grade.

Thus, this second assumption of Chinese theories of language is
related to the first—the regulative function of language. In evaluation, the
functton of language is to identify those events, persons, or policies which
are to be the objects of choices—to be accepted (emulated) or rejected
(shunned). Choices are dictated by the divisions made in language. Persons
or events are distinguished according to their ‘‘grades’ or “‘merit’’ and
names are assigned to the objects in the different grades. The names
used—gentleman, small man, king—are terms which occur in conven-
tional descriptions of role behavior. The combination of rectification of the
line of division and sage-given rules provides the causally sufficient
conditions of correct behavior. Preferences and choices will be stabilized
in a kind of harmony with those of the sages.
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. when sage-kings instituted names, the names were fixed and
actualities distinguished. The sage-kings® principles were carried out and
their wills understood. Then the people were carefully led and unified.
Therefore the practice of splitting terms and arbitrarily creating names to
confuse rectified names, thereby causing much doubt in people’s minds
and bringing about much litigation, was called great wickedness. . . .
Now the sage-kings are dead and the guarding of names has become lax,
strange terms have arisen, and names and actualities have been confused.
As the standard of right and wrong is not clear, even the guardians of law
and the teachers of natural principle are in a state of confusion,**

All four of the presuppositions outlined for early Confucians underlie
the theories of Hsiin-tzu as well. He concurs in the assessment of the role
of language as primarily a mora) one, helping to regulate people and to
provide order in the land. Hsiin-tzu differs, however, in that he does
acknowledge a descriptive function as well. This is probably due to the
influence of his contemporaries—the Neo-Mohists and Dialecticians.
Hsiin-tzu says:

Therefore men of wisdom sought to establish distinctions and instituted
names to indicate actualities, on the one hand, clearly to distinguish the
noble and the base and, on the other, to discriminate between similar and
different,*

Distinguishing between noble and base refers to the grading or regulative
function of words. Discriminating similar and different appears to be a
descriptive function.

Conventionalism

The doctrine of rectification of names is conventionalist in the following
senses: :

1. The doctrine implies that actual name boundaries are determined
by their actual use. The return-to-the-sage aspect of the doctrine
entails that the names have been corrupted and changed by histori-
cal patterns of use and by gradual introductions of new distinc-
tions. Furthermore, that political techniques on the part of the ruler
can reestablish the boundaries set by the sages entails that the
actual criteria of name use are changeable social practices.

2. The “‘realist’” Confucian version of the rectification of names
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theory is seldom cast in terms of absolute correctness of the sages’
use of names. Rather the argument (both in Aralects 13:3 and
Hsiin-tzu) is that the sage provides a single model which can
coordinate and harmonize the way people make evaluative distinc-
tions, cultivate attitudes, make choices, and act. The objection to
nontraditional use of names is not simply that they are wrong, but
that they confuse, complicate, and disorder the society. Implicitly,
the argument seems to allow that any way of assigning names that
was universally adopted (and met survival and effectiveness criter-
ia"®) would be acceptable.

Confucian and Burkian traditionalism have in common this
appeal to an argument from anarchy. They do not claim that the
traditional values are rationally justified, but that messing with it
will create chaos, The penchant for order and the distrust of human
reason arc the common themes behind Confucian and Western
conservatism. They seem to be saying, ‘‘These various changes
might each separately seem wise, but the whole system of naming
from the wise old kings has been tried and tested. The little
changes upset the overall balance and create disorder and risk
chaos and anarchy.”’4”

. For the *‘idealist” version of Confucianism, a different argument

can show the conventionality of actual language use. The rules for
the application of names fixed by the sage kings are important
because of their necessity for the smooth functioning of the code of
rules called /i (rites). The degree of absolutism of language is
paralleled by the degree of absolutism of /i. But the [ is not
absolute for this wing of the school. For the idealist wing of
Confucian moral philosophy, /i (ritual:rites) is neither the totality
of morality nor the final arbiter. The arbiter function belongs to the
“‘moral mind’’ or fen or liang-chih (intuitive wisdom). The /i are
rules with a function: they help to cultivate the moral mind and
bring it to active fulfillment. In the interim, they have the purely
instrumental function of preserving order and peace, which are the
prime conditions for individual cultivation of the innate patterns of
behavior.

The Mencian theory does conflict more directly than the Hsin-tzu

version with strong Taoist skeptical conventionalism. Names indeed are
*‘disordered’’ by actual use, but there is a nonhistorical standard against
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which they could be rectified—the internal moral sense. By contrast,
Hsiin-tzu’s embracing even strong conventionalism can be quite consis-
tent with his Confucianism, if not logically required by it. Hslin-tzu is the
only Confucian openly to acknowledge that names are just conventional —
even those created by the sage-kings:

In this way [rectifying names] the traces of their accomplishments spread.
The spreading of traces and the achievement of results are the highest
point of good government. This is the result of careful abiding by the
conventionality of names.*®

Hsiin-tzu believed that a sage-king appearing now would not even
necessarily retain all the old conventional names. ‘*Should a true king
appear, he would certainly retain some old names and create new ones.”
Hsiin-tzu expounds both negative and positive aspects of conventionalism:

Names have no correctness of their own. The correctness is given by
convention. When the convention is established and the custom is
formed, they are called correct names. If they are contrary to convention
they are called incorrect names. Names have no corresponding actualities
by themselves. The actualities ascribed to them are given by convention.
When the convention is established and the custom is formed, they are
called names of such and such actualities.*?

Nominalism

The main reason for mentioning nominalism in connection with the
rectification of names is to make clear that the most plausible and
interesting account of that doctrine does not require any implicit abstract or
mental constructs. Obviously none of the accounts explicitly appeals to
mental, abstract, or ideal entities. But there are a number of accounts of
rectification of names which interpret it as a Platonic theory. Hu Shih, for
example, says of the rectification of names, ‘“Words are to express the
‘ideas’ or ‘ideals’ (what things ought to be) from which real things and
institutions have deplorably deviated and which they should always seek to
approximate.’*>® Fung Yu-lan says:

Every name possesses its own definition which designates that which
makes the thing to which the name is applied be that thing and no other.
T other words, the name is that thing’s essence or concept. What is
pointed out by the definition of the name ‘‘ruler’” for example, is that
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essence which makes a ruler a ruler. In the phrase, ‘‘Let the ruler be a
ruler,”” etc., the first word ‘‘ruler’” refers to ruler as a material actuality
while the second *‘ruler”’ is the name and concept of the ideal ruler.>!

And Clarence Day says:

As a first step, Confucius wished to make the actualities of life—things,
people, events—correspond to the essence of each which is conveyed by
its name. . . . He thought that if each person could get the “‘idea’ or
**ideal’’ clear in his mind, he would naturally try to measure up to this
norm for his particular role in an orderly society. To the end that names
be used judiciously, Confucius instituted the early study of semantics and
insisted that his students make precise definitions of terms. He also
regarded as essential clearer definitions of the personal virtues,”?

But nowhere in any of the traditional accounts of the rectification of names
was there any mention of definitions, ideals, ideas, ideal types, concepts,
essences, or even of meanings.> The interpretations above import these
notions wholesale in an attempt to buttress the Confucian position against
charges of dogmatic traditionalism. Without including in the theory objec-
tive and absolute ‘‘ideals,”” ‘‘truths,”” or “‘universals’’ the basis of the
rectification just is accord with the intent behind a traditional, culture-
specific code.

Aside from the lack of textual basis, a coherence-based objection to
these interpretations is that they make rectification of names just another
adventitious view Confucius happened to hold. It has no important theoret-
ical role to play in the ethical system. It does not illuminate or contribute to
joining the major Confucian conceptions of evaluative decision making:
the intuitive-instinctual or the conventional-formal. It adds another irrele-
vant conception of morals as intellectual-ideal. There appears to be no
sound reason for adopting a Platonic interpretation of the theory of
rectification of names. '

Mo-tzu and Early Mohism

+ Confucius did not found Confucianism, a fact partially attested to by the
well-known disclaimer by Confucius himself that he was only a *‘transmit-
ter,”” not a ‘‘creator.””> As the ground of his teaching and innovating,
Confucius had a rich intellectual and literary tradition, including the Book
of Rites, the Book of Songs, the Book of History, and, some believe, parts
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of the I Ching and the Spring and Autumn Annals—all important sources
of the tao of Confucianism. Although Confucius was almost certainly
being modest in saying he created nothing, he is theoretically committed to
fidelity to his inheritance. He simply took over the elaborate religious and
proprietary code of /i (rites) with almost no attempt to synthesize the rules
of /i into a rationalized autonomous morality.

By contrast, Mohism seems to have almost no independent intellec-
tual tradition. The ideological wellsprings of Mohism appear to be just
peasant common sense sprinkled with some random (perhaps unconscious)
borrowings from the “‘scholar’ tradition. This fact, along with Mo-tzu’s
obvious intimacy with the details of Confucian social doctrines, suggests
strongly that Mo-tzu was at one time a disciple of some Confucian
(probably a second- or third-generation disciple of Confucius), His writ-
ings leave no doubt that he rebelled against this training; whatever
unconscious encumbrances he retained, he opposed almost anything that
he consciously considered Confucian. Mo-tzu’s underlying theory of
language, like much of the rest of his philosophy, is relatively more similar
to the dominant Western tradition than are Confucianism or Taocism. But
the presuppositions we have identified in Taoism and Confucianism still
have a large role in Mo-tzu’s thinking. For example, while he is more
inclined to discuss examples which involve descriptive rather than evalua-
tive terms, such as black and white, ox, or dog, he characteristically uses
such examples to support evaluative conclusions. His point in these cases
is, for example, the need to generalize in ethical reasoning, to be consis-
tent, or to universalize. His underlying concern (and one which eventuates
in the Neo-Mohist interest in logic) is with the bases for language-based
evaluative judgments. The standards of reasoning he enunciates are almost
all ethical standards.

The Standards of Language Use

Outside of the dialectical chapters (discussed in chap. 4), the Mo-tzu has
about the same amount of explicit theorizing about names and language as
the other two schools. Thus we will be looking at related discussions
(especially about judgment and dispute) to reconstruct and ilfuminate the
underlying theory of language. The dialectical chapters, with their definitions
and rules, are a development and elaboration of Mo-tzu’s concern in the
ethical-political chapters with standardization and with the techniques for
resolving differences in standards of linguistic and political performance.
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The Mo-fzu constantly stresses the importance of standards, including the
will of heaven, agreement with the superior, and ways of the sage-kings.
The role of such standards lies in providing a technique for harmonizing
linguistic practice—particularly evaluations expressed in language. Mo-tzu
proposes & political doctrine of ‘‘agreeing with the superior,”” which has
the structure of a Hobbesian justification of authoritarian rule. But the
equivalent of a ‘‘state of nature’’ is not violence and war. It is inefficiency
and disorder arising from disagreement about i ‘morality’. The concern of
the theory is on conflicting evaluations:

Mo-tzu said: In ancient times, when mankind was first born and before
there were any laws or government, it may be said that every man’s view
of things was different. One man had one view, two men had two views,
ten men had ten views—the more men, the more views, Moreover, each
man believed that his own views were correct and disapproved of those of
the others, so that people spent their time condemning one another.>

The proposal was for a hierarchical society with evalvations or
judgments at each-level coinciding with judgments at the higher level. The
goal was the social efficiency guaranteed by total agreement in evalua-
tion.>® By each level agreeing with the higher level, there was ultimately a
single authority on evaluative distinctions for the society.>’

- The Mo-1zu contains other standardization techniques. In addition to
the conforming to the judgmental practices of a human authority figure,
Mo-tzu frequently utilizes the notion of impersonal, mechanical standards.
In fact, the notion of Heaven, which Mo-tzu insists is personal, is as often
explained by the analogy of a tool of measurement as it is by the analogy of
anthropoid decision making:

Therefore Mo-tzu said: The Will of Heaven is to me like & compass to a
wheelwright or a square to a carpenter.™

The Three Standards

This concern for a mechanical standard is a step from the search for another
authoritative opinion toward the logical concern with evidence relation-

 ships——standards of correct argument. Mo-tzu initiates interest in this
question of standards of argument by proposing his famous ‘‘three stan-
dards of language.”’

Now how are we to go about clearly discriminating these views? The
Master Mo-tzu said: There must be a standard erected, using language
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without a standard is like trying to establish the direction of sunrise and
sunset with a revolving potter’s wheel: right and wrong, the distinctions
between benefit and harm, cannot be distinguished and understood
clearly. Therefore there must be three standards for speech. What are the
three? The Master Mo-tzu said: There must be that which is the basis,
that which is the inquiry, and that which is the utility. In what way do we
provide it with a basis? Looking up, we base it on the ways of the sage
kings of antiquity. How do we inquire into it? Looking down, we study it
in what the ordinary people have seen and heard. How do we utilize it?
Propagate it as law and governmental policy, observe how it accords with
the benefit of the people and the state. This is what is called *‘there are
three standards for language.’’>

The “‘basis’’ standard is clearly reiated to the Confucian appeal to
tradition. Mo-tzu takes this Confucian attitude to be a kind of argument
from precedent and constantly tries to use even earlier historical precedents
than those in the traditional literature (very probably drawn from his
imagination or folk traditions). Mo-tzu appeals to no known body of
ancient literature.

The later Mohists, because of their increased confidence and indepen-
dence, rejected this standard, arguing that techniques which worked in
ancient times just are not suited to the present time.%°

The other two standards in this passage perhaps sound more familiar.
But it is easy to exaggerate the similarities to Western theories of
knowledge. The tendency in interpretation has definitely been to project
this relative similarity into full-blown recapitulation of Western epistemo-
logical doctrines. The source of the error lies in attributing a concern with
the semantic notions of truth and meaning to Mo-tzu and then regarding
him as an ancient pragmatist or empiricist. But the three standards are not
tests of the truth of sentences or judgments, but of yen = ‘language’ use.
The question is not what is true but what is an appropriate way of talking
about, describing, distinguishing, and naming—in short, using language.

Because it uses the words eyes and ears the second statement has been
the springboard for considerable ‘‘discovery’’ of empiricism in ancient
China. In discussing the application of this criterion to the question of the
existence of ghosts, Needham, Mei, and Hu all see visions of empiricism,
foundationalism, and sense-data theory.! But the surface similarity is
misleading. Mo-tzu is not concerned with ‘“‘eyes and ears’ as a phenome-
nal, inferential base for knowledge of the physical world.,

Consider this standard against the kinds of judgments Mo-tzu wants to
make—judgments about the appropriateness of language use. Then it
becomes the perfectly sensible suggestion that language should be used in
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ways (should make discriminations) which coincide with people’s sensory
abilities and inclinations. He is not claiming that all sense data statements
are true, but that we ought to accept langnage use which accords with the
actual patterns of the people’s sensory discrimination.

Taking this as phenomenalist empiricism has led to undue celebration
of Mo-tzu’s **modernity”” and also undue criticism of him as a shallow
empiricist. Hu Shih compares him to J. S. Mill in ignoring *‘the possibility
of error and hallucination and other limitations of sense observation,’'%2
while Needham puts in Wang Ch’ung’s mouth a lecture to the Mohists that
sounds like Kant warning a British empiricist: **What status have sense-
impressions compared with the synthesizing mind?”>®? In fact, this tenet of
Mohist methodology. both in statement and (despite the occurrence of eye
and ear) application is less reminiscent of philosophical empiricism than of
poll taking. Y. P. Mei calls it the Testimonial Argument.®* That is more
accurate.

An even more elaborate case of philosophical reincarnation is the
third standard. Most interpreters have followed Hu Shih’s lead and
declared Mo-tzu a pragmatist. Hu Shih explains his interpretation:

Dissatisfied with the method of Confucianism, Moh Tih sought a crite-
rion by which to test the truth and falsehood, and the right and wrong, of
beliefs, theories, institutions and polities. This criterion he found in the
practical consequences which the beliefs, theories, etc., tend to produce,

Briefly stated, Moh Tih’s main position is this: that the meaning of
every institution lies in what it is good for, and that the meaning of every
conception or belief or policy lies in what kind of conduct or character it
is fitted to produce.%’

Similarly, Y. P. Mei argues, ‘‘Strange though it may seem, consider-
ing the time span and the cultural distance that separate the ancient Chinese
and the modern American, perhaps the Western expression that comes
nearest to this idea of Mo-tzu is to be found in William James.**®¢ It does
scem strange, of course, and not just because of time and place separation.
So far, as we have seen, Chinese philosophy has not confronted the
problem of providing an account of “‘truth’’ or ““meaning.’” And that, in
- turn, is related to a stress on the evaluative, prescriptive functions of
language as opposed to the descriptive functions. Notice that Mo-tzu is
interested in the acceptability of doctrines that can be promulgated as
law —prescriptions. He clearly does not have in mind, as a philosophical
pragmatist would, ‘“What results would follow from acceptance of the
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statement, ‘The sun will rise tomorrow’?”” It would truly have been strange
that Mo-tzu should have suddenly and independently discovered and
proposed a solution for the twin problems of truth and meaning without
ever explicitly formulating either as a philosophical question.

So this is not pragmatism in the sense of being a pragmatic account of
the semantic notions of either truth or meaning. But it is pragmatics in a
broader sense, that is, a theory of the effects of language on users and
hearers, and a commitment to accept or reject language uses (divisions)
depending on their implications for behavior. Thus the third criterion is not
a test of truth. It is just an explicit formulation of the Confucian practice,
already noted, of arguing from behavioral consequences—with a slight
modification for Mo-tzu’s utilitarian evaluation of these consequences. The
three standards are, in other words, formulations of the common evaluative
standards regularly found in intellectual circles in ancient China.

The error in interpreting these standards, as noted above, stems from
assuming that the background of Western philosophical tradition lies
behind this doctrine as well. If translators render yen (language) as
*‘judgments’” or *‘theories’’ or, as Hu Shih said, *‘beliefs’’ or ““claims,”’
they make the tests look as if they were crude accounts of what it is to be
true, and thus ignore the real insight of the doctrine. The standards are the
purported standards of the appropriateness of language use. Viewed in this
way, the standards are much more plausible. The tests of the appropriate-
ness of an utterance are its conformity to the tradition of language use, to
the reporting practices of the people, and to its functional efficacy in
regulating and guiding behavior. It is in assuming that Mo-tzu was talking
about sentences and truth as Western epistemologists do that his position is
made to seem simple-minded.

Pragmatic Meaning in Mo-tzu

Mo-tzu had a pragmatic sounding doctrine about names as well. Hu Shih
translates the following in a discussion of Mo-tzu’s allegedly operationalist
theory of meaning:

Now a blind man may say, ‘“That which shines with brilliancy is white,
and that which is like soot is black.”” Even those who can see would not
change this. But if you place both white and black things before the blind
man and ask him to choose the one from the other, he fails. Therefore [
say, ‘A blind man does not know white and black,” not because he
cannot name them, but because he cannot choose them.®’
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It is tempting to supply the word meaning in the translation and make
this look like an appeal for operational definitions—but that would miss
the point in almost exactly the way that taking the three standards as tests
of truth did. The question is not what the meaning of black or of white is.
The question is what would it be for someone to have mastered the total
practices in the use of some distinction—like black-white-—in a language,
that is, what it is to “‘know’’ that distinction. (Recall that **know’’ is best
thought of as **know how.’*) The linguistic practice involves the ability to
make the associated visual discriminations. So the blind man is inherently
unable to master (know) all the practices involved in some linguistic color
distinctions. Because he cannot divide or discriminate black and white
stuff, his mastery of linguistic forms of expression, like **black-white,’” is
incomplete. '

Mo-tzu’s theories make much more sense and are more interesting as
long as we remember that his background assumptions are nominalistic.
His conceptual scheme does not involve the mental or semantic apparatus
that characterizes Western epistemologists’ talk of truth or meaning. The
concern is with what is appropriate language use, not what are true mental
states, propositions, ideas, or the like.

In general, interpretations of classical Chinese thought for Western
audiences have overstressed the concept of mind.%® Chinese thinkers’
philosophical attention is on the more basic view of men engaged in social
practices mediated by the social practice of language. A theory of mind
does become central with Mencius, who tries to give substance to Confucian
moral realism by making the mind the presocial source of all correct
regulation of behavior. But even his theory of mind will make more sense
against a clear understanding of this philosophical background.

Later Taoism—Chuang-tzu

Being unwilling to make distinctions and evaluations, the Taoists opted out
of the dispute over policy that embroiled Confucianism and Mohism —not
so much because they had no position, as because they found such
~wrangling worthless in principle.

The great classical Taoist of the age of the Dialecticians, Chuang-tzu
(369-268 B.C.), concentrated on the worthlessness of linguistic distinctions
—especially those made by the Dialecticians. He was acquainted with the
views of Kung-sun Lung and Hui Shih (380-305 8.c.?), probably through
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his close personal relationship with the latter. He elaborated and developed
Taoist doctrines into a challenge to the Dialecticians’ enterprise. Chuang-tzu
shares with the tradition a focus on the image of man using language. He
blends an interest in regulative and in descriptive language. In using
language we make distinctions, dividing the realm about which we talk
into evaluatively significant parts. Disputes or disagreements are seen as
differing ways of dividing things. The Mohists and Confucians disagree
because they carve the world differently and in doing so produce diverging
systems of social regulation.

Pien (Disputes) and Their Resolution

The linguistic practices of division include forms of dispute between
advocates of particular policies. The disputing behavior stems from the
different ways they have to divide, evaluate, and regulate. Chuang-tzu’s
central claim is that such disputes are in principle unresolvable and hence
pointless. Once you have a practice of dividing and evaluating in a certain
way, arguments from within that practice can never demonstrate that
another way of drawing linguistic distinctions is wrong. Chuang-tzu's view
is often misleadingly characterized as being about logic, and Chuang-tzu is
said to be illogical or to be advocating the abandonment of logic. It should
be sufficient to observe that there is no clear conception of logic (except for
algebraic inference—see pp. 124-37) in the tradition for him to oppose
or criticize. He does know about disputes and argument (in the sense of
something you have with someone as opposed to something you give).
Nowhere does his criticism of pien % ‘dispute’ suggest that he con-
ceives of it as consisting of premises proving a conclusion. The central
terms and argument regarding pien are found in the second chapter, *‘On
Harmonizing Discussions of Things."’*

The terms of logical analysis in the Chuang-tzu and the Dialecticians
attest to the enormous influence of the presuppositions about language
outlined above. Some reflect the assumption of the regulative function of
language: ch'ii Ht ‘choose’, ‘select’, ‘prefer’; chii # ‘pick out’, ‘select
out by means of a name’; ¥’'o T ‘permissible’ (of actions), ‘assertable’ or
‘admissible’ (of utterances or writing strings); and shih 7 and fei g ,
which are the basic approval-disapproval pair. These may be translated as
““right-wrong’’ (with both evaluative and descriptive uses retained), or in
verbal uses as ‘‘to affirm, agree’ ‘‘to deny, disagree’” and as demonstra-
tives ‘‘is this’’ ‘‘is mot this.”’ Other terms show the influence of the
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presupposition that language consists in distinguishing pairs of opposites,
for example, pien $# ‘to distinguish’, ‘to discriminate’, ‘dispute’; liang
A ‘the two sides’ (of a discrimination or a dispute).

Pien is often translated ‘‘argument.”’ And in modern Chinese, -the
character is used in the-compound pien-lun meanin g ‘‘argument.’” Howev-
er, such a translation of the ancient term tends to give the misleading
impression that Chuang—fzu and his philosophical adversaries were discuss-
ing the correctness or validity of arguments, the relation of proof or
premise to conclusion. In fact, he never considers such issues.”?

The dispute between Confucianism and Mohism lies behind much of
what Chuang-tzu says about pien ‘disputes’. As a paradigm, that dispute
no doubt contributed to Chuang-tzu’s skepticism of the practice. The two
schools seldom advanced beyond name calling, holding up to ridicule, and
misrepresentation. It could hardly be called an argument because the
protagonists were so seldom giving recognizable arguments. Mo-tzu, for
example, would criticize the Confucian practice of elaborate fuperals
because of their great costs; Mencius attacked Mo-tzu’s position by
caricaturing it as not wanting to bury his parents at all and claiming that
such a feeling is unnatural to men. Each criticism would appeal only to
someone who had already accepted one perspective or the other. There was
no basis of shared assumptions from which agreement could arise. Neither
side tended to be reasonable in the sense of constructing arguments or
proofs from shared premises or acknowledging and attempting to refute the
arguments of the other. So Chuang-tzu’s skepticism of the value of
argument does not grow from the most charitable example possible,

Chuang-tzu’s concern with pien “disputes’, consequently, does not
stem from his suspicion of reason or of logical argument. It is as if piens
were simply immediate, fundamenta! choices—like matters of taste.
Philosophical conflicts are interpreted as initial differences in assigning
shih-fei to utterances. These initial differences give rise to the different
perspectives of the disputants, The opposing distinctions which imply
opposing preferences and choices in social and political policy are all made
arbitrarily. .

The skepticism of pien emerges in the Chuang-tzu as a negative
answer to the question of the correctness or decidability of a pien ‘dispute’.
Chuang-tzu has absorbed the paradigm of intellectual activity as the
forming of preferences and the making of choices through language
distinctions. For Chuang-tzu this linguistic discriminating activity is the
basic intellectual activity——as fundamental to his scheme as sensing or
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perceiving are to our own. He does not view the making of discriminations
as an outcome of some more basic cognitive activity and in particular not
the outcome of a reasoning or argumentative process. The opposing
discriminations come from naming systems which give rise to differing
judgments of shih & and fei 3 —judgments about what a thing is or is
not (descriptive distinctions) or about what is right or wrong (evaluative
distinctions).”!

Skepticism and Indexicality of Language

Chuang-tzu’s skepticism of language has a different basis from that in the
Tao Te Ching. His claim is not only that the distinctions in language have
no metaphysical base, but that even as conventions they have no stable
conventional relation to the world. Chuang-tzu’s critique emerges from his
concentration on indexical terms and sentences. An indexical is a term
whose referent can only be specified relative to the context of utterance,
such as I, here, this, now. Sentences containing indexicals change their
truth value as they are used by different speakers in different contexts.
Essentially Chuang-tzu is claiming that all judgment is radically subjective
in the way indexical sentences are subjective. His argument trades on some
peculiar features of the key judgmental terms in his account of disputes:
shih & ‘thisiright:affirm’ and fei 3F ‘not-this:wrong:deny’. All discrim-
inations expressed in language entail shik or fei judgments and are thus
indexical. Utterances of judgments and names thus have no fixed relation
to any supposed extralinguistic reality.

Chuang-tzu’s coriclusion exploits the ambiguity in shih and its oppo-
sites. Shik can be translated either as a factual or evaluative *‘right,’” or as
a demonstrative ‘‘this,”” ‘“the one in question,”” or as a verb ‘‘to affirm.”’
Fei is the opposite of shik in each of these uses. It means ‘“‘wrong’ as a
moral or factual judgment; as a demonstrative, Graham has argued that fei
means ‘“not this,”” ‘‘not the one in question’’; and as a verb, it means *‘to
deny.”” Chuang-tzu commonly also uses pi 4j;- ‘that’ as a demonstrative
opposite of shih.

Chuang-tzu argues that just as shih and pi ‘this” and ‘that’ are relative
to the speaker’s perspective, so are shih and fei ‘this’ and ‘not this’, ‘right’
and ‘wrong’. Everything can be called pi from some point of view, and
everything can be called skik. Thus from shik’s use as a demonstrative,
Chuang-tzu fashions an argument that all such judgments are perépective—
telative. From its use as moral ‘‘right’’ he identifies it with the conflicting
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moral positions of Confucius and Mo-tzu. Arguing about elaborate funer-
als is as meaningless as arguing about whether some object is “really” a
*‘this’’ or a ‘‘that.”’

We should not mistake Chuang-tzu’s point as being that of the skeptic
of the senses observing that things give different visual effects when
viewed from different perspectives. For Chuang-tzu’s view is more involved
with language. Language is a system of distinguishing and evaluating that
is perspective-bound—that is, each person in using the language creates
his own conceptual and evaluative perspective. Conflicting judgments or
disputes are therefore inevitable and irreconcilable. It is not our sense
impressions or the associated ideas that are imbued with subjectivity
because of perspective. What is subjective is our employment of a
language to express and embody our ‘“position.”” The language conven-
tionally provides terms that are appropriate only to speaker-relative use.
We usc the terms in disputes and think because our shiking and feiing are
different we have a substantial dispute,

In identifying a pien with a shih-fei, Chuang-tzu continues the
tradition of Taoist skepticism. All pien are suspect for the reasons that
language is suspect. Language consists of seemingly opposite distinctions
that are in fact one. We would realize this if we took the proper point of
view, which Chuang-tzu calls ‘‘using the light.”” In making discrimina-
tions and using names we both create for ourselves and become subject to a
perspective or point of view. There is no naturally correct relation of names
to distinctions. All naming is conventional or arbitrary. Being only
conventional and lacking any ‘‘fixedness,”” words and speech are ulti-
mately no more significant than the twittering of birds or other noises in
nature (the pipes of earth).

Chuang-tzu begins his ““On Harmonizing Discussions of Things’’
with a series of metaphors that illustrate this attitude toward language.
Speech is just sound coming out of men the way wind whistling in the trees
is sound coming from nature. Then he considers an objection:

Speech is not just blowing breath. Speech says something. That which it
says, however, cannot be determined. Has it really said something then?
Or have we never said anything? If you think that saying is different from
the tweeting of baby birds, can you make the distinction, or is there no
distinction?”2

“*Surely,” one might object, ‘‘there are some distinctions and prefer-
ences that all men have in common, that are not perspective-relative,”
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Chuang-tzu, however, intends his insight to be broader than mere spatial or
temporal perspective. Being human is itself a perspective. Even the
judgments on which we all agree are relative to our human perspective.

Moreover let me try a question on you. When a man sleeps in the damp
his wais ails him and he dies paralyzed; is that so of the loach? When he
sits in a tree he shivers and shakes; is that so of an ape? Which of these
three knows the proper place to live? Men eat the flesh of grain-fed
beasts, deer eat the sweet grass, centipedes relish snakes, owls and crows
savor mice; which of the four has a proper sense of taste? Apes mate with
monkeys, deer couple with deer, loaches swim with fishes. Lady Li and.
Lao Mao were beautiful in the eyes of men, but when the fish saw them
they plunged deep, when the deer saw them they broke into a run. Which
of these four knows what is truly beautiful in the world? In my judgment
the principle of kindness and duty, the road of shik and fei are inextrica-

bly confused; how can I know how to prove the distinctions between
them?™

Just as Chuang-tzu questions that man can regard his desires and
inclinations as the basis for distinctions, he questions that any part of man’s
nature can claim the arbiter’s role in deciding shif-fei. Idealist Confucians
believe that all men possess a particular faculty that ought to make the
discriminations and choices and would make them in the same way—the
““evaluating mind>’ or *‘heavenly ruler.”””* To this Chuang-tzu has two
" answers. First, even if there were such a faculty, why should it rule over
the other faculties?

Of the hundred joints, nine openings, six inward organs all present and
complete, which should I recognize as more kin to me than another? Are
you pleased with them all? or is there a favorite? If so, are all the others
its servants? Couldn’t the servants also rule each other? Couldn’t they
take turns as ruler and servant? Is there really such a thing as a true ruler
among them?”? '

Second, he denies that there is any inborn tendency to choose in these
ways. Confucians want the evaluating mind to be innate so its discrimina-
tions are ‘‘natural’’ and therefore more authoritative than merely conven-
tional discriminations would be. Chuang-tzu holds that the mind which all
men share is not inborn but develops as men acquire “*culture,’’ learning,
and so forth in a linguistic community. The mind’s evaluations are given
their particular cast by our being taught distinctions, evaluations, and
choices which are embodied in language.
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Chuang-tzu feels that in making the discriminations characteristic of
philosophical schools” conflicting shiks and feis we are doing something
analogous to our choices in place to live, mates, food, or the like. We
would, however, not incline toward one school or another at all unless we
had already been prejudiced toward that choice in some way. The preju-
dice, according to Chuang-tzu, is due to past discriminations and choices
based on them. We develop a prejudiced mind whose content is a language
system applied from our perspective. By accepting language distinctions
and choices, we incline ourselves to making others and gradually weave
* the web until we can finally make distinctions in only one way. We then
end up with a developed system of shiks and feis which we cannot
independently evaluate.

Now if you take the prejudiced minds as the authority, who is without
such a1 authority? Why must it be those who know the period and whose
mind selects for itself who have one; the stupid man has one as well. To
have shih-fei judgments before prejudices form in the mind is like going
to Yiieh today and arriving yesterday,™

The different systems of discrimination are treated as immediate
choices—not essentially different from taste, except that taste evaluations
too are only made after the mind has been inclined or prejudiced.
Remember, Chuang-tzu doesn’t discuss what reasons or evidence might be
given for a system of discrimination (logical notions, truth, or semantic
notions like meaning are not part of the philosophical idiom), but if he had,
he could merely observe that reasons or evidence could only be ascertained
and evaluated from within some practice of language use. Hence there is
no way to arbitrate the differences among the different ways of hooking
language up with the world.

Suppose that I dispute [pien] with you, and it is you not I that wins, is it
really you who is right [shih], I who am wrong [fe]? If it is not you who
wins, am I really the right one and not you? Are we partly right and partly
wrong? If we cannot decide, others are naturally in the dark. Whom shall
I call in to judge us? If we call in someone on your side, since he is on
your side, how can he judge? If we call in someone on my side how can
he judge? If we call in someone who differs from both of us to judge,
since he differs from both of us how can he judge? If we call in someone
who agrees with both of us, since he already agrees with both of us how
can he judge? Consequently, not I nor you nor he can know which of us
has won—shall we find another to depend on?”’
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Tt appears that at no place in this theory does Chuang-tzu consider the
relation of presuppositions, premises, or standards to arguments or conclu-
sions. He deals only with the psychological, linguistic, and other condi-
tions of preference or choice behavior. There is a hint of the notion of a
standard in one of the other chapters of the Chuang-tzu, **The Autumn
Waters'’: -

From the point of view of differences, if we regard a thing as large using
that than which it is larger, then all things are large. If we regard a thing
as small using that than which it is smaller, then everything is small.”

Here too the text deals with conditions for making or drawing a
distinction—large-small. He is saying the same thing about large and
small that he said about shik and fei. For all opposites, by changing the
point of reference or point of view, one could apply either of the opposing
names to any given thing. The point of reference is not a premise or
presupposition of an argument leading to that conclusion; it is just a feature
of language users that they are conditioned to make the distinction. The
process is a kind of immediate perception or judgment—a kind of wei
(regarding, deeming, or seeing as).

Thus, differing philosophical doctrines or different systems of shih-fei
judgments are (1) not resolvable, since there is no point of view that will
decide between the two alternatives formed by different naming conven-
tions; and (2) not really a disagreement at all, since, like questions of taste,
the words used do not have any objective basis so they could as well be
reversed—shih and fei are interchangeable. The conflicting pairs corre-
spond to no real distinction. A pien is not to be decided, but dissolved.
This is accomplished by viewing it from other perspectives and perhaps
from some all-encompassing perspective (the axis of faos). Chuang-tzu
also uses the metaphors ‘‘opening up to the light'” or “‘reflecting it to
heaven’’ for abandoning perspective (and therefore judgment).

Monism and Mysticism
““The universe and I were created together and all things and I are one.”"””
This, Chuang-tzu says, only ‘‘comes close’ to *‘it.”” Chuang-tzu’s posi-
tion is, accordingly, different from, say, Parmenides’ monism. For
Parmenides, the world really is “‘one’’ as contrasted to the perceived world
of motion and change. For Chuang-tzu, “‘the world is one” is itself a
judgment from a perspective. It is appropriate not as a correct descriptive
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assertion about the world, but as a denial of any given distinctions. The
“‘one” is not opposed to the perceived world, but to the language world
with its conventional boundaries and divisions.

In Chuang-tzu, then, the Tao Te Ching version of Taoist skepticism
about any judgments of value became a skepticism that either side of a
verbalized dispute (pien) could properly be said to be correct. Chuang-
tzu’s skepticism shares with that of Lao-tzu (and ultimately the Mohist
logicians—see pp. 124-37), the basic assumption that language is not
fixed. There is no constant relationship between names and the world. The
- terms he chose to illustrate his view were not names, but indexicals—
terms whose applicability varied according to the speaker and the time. In a
larger sense, that seems to be Chuang-tzu’s point—that all names (lan-
guage terms) are like indexicals in a crucial way. Chuang-tzu’s view of
shik and pi, large and small, useful and useless, and right and wrong (shih
and fei), as shifting their reference depending on who used the term, had
monumental significance in China. It undercut the traditional program of
Confucianism that was based on the commonsense view that all terms are
““names’’ or rigid, one-to-one markers of things.

The Assumptions about Language in Chuang-tzu

The presuppositions about the nature of language in Chuang-tzu are
essentially the same as for the other schools and for early Taoism.

1. Chuang-tzu sees language as regulating behavior, though his
attention is riveted on the emotional and attitudinal effects of
language through which the behavior is regulated. He sees that our
emotions coincide with our shih-fei judgments which *‘shoot out
like arrows from a crossbow.”* Along with the emphasis we have
noted in other philosophers on the emotive effects of language,
Chuang-tzu adds an emotivist’s view of the subjectivity of all our
judgments and discriminations.

2. Chuang-tzu’s account of subjectivity of judgments does not, how-
ever, depend on either a view of emotions warping or distorting our
reason or the notion of a private inner cognitive apparatus called a
mind. The subjectivity is a natural effect of the nature of language.
Language, for Chuang-tzu, still has its essence in dividing things.
Chuang-tzu’s concentration on examples of opposites— large-
small, uscful-useless, life-death, this-that—is very much in the
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tradition of the Tao Te Ching. But the division is always from a
unique and complex perspective. All such discriminations and
judgments are indexical. The connection of names to things is not
fixed.

3. Accordingly, Chuang-tzu’s conventionalism shades into pure sub-
jectivism. Our use of language distinctions is not even fixed within
a linguistic community but varies for each speaker, and, given the
other shik and fei judgments, for each school and each wing of
each school and so on and on. There is no sense in which we can
hope to settle disputes that arise at any level because they rest-on
adopting different arbitrary beginning points.

4. Again, no role has been assigned to abstract or mental objects in
explaining Chuang-tzu’s philosophical position. We saw that nei-
ther his subjectivism nor his skepticism were based on the concept
of a private internal ‘‘idea’” or a representationalist epistemology at
311.80

So Chuang-tzu is a nominalist. The best interpretation of his
view is one assuming that internal mental or knowledge states are
linguistic states. He does not view ‘‘thinking’’ as entertaining
ideas, images, concepts, classes, or other abstract or mental
entities. He nowhere speaks of the meaning of a term as if the
meaning were an idea rather than a distinction (in fact, one could
not make sense of his view if he did). Although we typically
summarize his view as dealing with *‘judgments’’ or “‘beliefs,”” he
is usually speaking of pien or shih-feis or yen (language). Taoist
skepticism in Chuang-tzu as well as in Lao-tzu contrasts with
Western skepticisms in its total absence of talk about beliefs,
propositions, images, ideas, or concepts. It assumes instead that
we operate with language, and since language is not a rigid system
of naming then *‘knowledge™” —the ‘‘knowing how’’ expressed in
language —is just capricious, arbitrary, and subjective deeming or
construing (i wei LIE).

Classical Assumptions about Language in Review
The four presuppositions of language—its regulative function, its connec-

tion with dividing or discriminating, its conventional basis, and the
name-thing nominalism in theories of language— are central themes in all
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the classical philosophical schools of China. The different schools and
thinkers play variations of those themes.

The regulative function of language is primary and central for Confu-
cianism and Taeo Te Ching Taoism. Mo-tzu shows more concern with
descriptive examples, and both Hsiin-tzu and Chvang-tzu incorporate
descriptive distinctions and issues in their theories. That the regulation of
behavior comes via the inculcation of emotional attitudes and inclinations
is probably a common assumption—implicit in the Tao Te Ching, domi-
nant in Chuang-tzu, and present in both wings of Confucianism.

The connection between names and divisions or discrimination is a
particularly constant assumption of all the schools. Early Confucianism
probably did not even worry about divisions other than the role dichoto-
mies of father-son and ruler-minister, which became moral grading dichot-
omies. Dichotomous division was also the standard Tao Te Ching picture,
and examples from Mo-tzu, Hsiin-tzu, and Chuang-tzu reflect the same
focus on pairs of opposites. The only other variation on the division theme
is internal to particular thinkers—they may shift from thinking the name
corresponds to the division to its corresponding to one hunk of the stuff
separated out by the division. The two pictures easily interchange as
conceptions of the relation of word and world.

The main source of the basic differences in the pre-Han schools grows
out of their differing degree of acceptance of the conventionalism of
language. The least accepting wouid be the Mohists, who thought there
were objective standards of value and distinctions (see p. 106 for the
Neo-Mohist elaboration) and the Mencius wing of Confucianism, for
whom a prelinguistic discriminatory and cvaluative mind was a basic
assumption. ‘‘Realistic’’ Confucianism, concerned with the rectification of
names, entailed (and in the work’ of Hsiin-tzu, openly embraced) the
conventionalism of language; the assertability of an utterance (a judgment
or distinction) was only a function of community acceptance. Chuang-tzu
gleefully pushes the point to complete subjectivism—even a community’s
language is used by different schools, subschools, and finally even indi-
viduals in arbitrary, changeable ways. There is no single function of
assertability.

All the philosophical positions are spelled out with no theoretical
elements that go beyond the name-thing relation or its equivalent. There is
no theory of mediating ‘‘ideal types,”” ** univer-
sals,”” “‘concepts, ideas,”” or ‘‘essences.’’ There is no abstract or
mental theorizing in the philosophical traditions of China.

LERNY?

meanings,”” *‘forms,
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These philosophical schools set the boundaries and shape the milieu in
which the Dialecticians and the school of names developed. The subse-
quent chapters reveal how the assumptions motivated the semantic theo-
ries, the view of logic, and finally the white-horse paradox in Chinese
philosophy.



Chapter 4

Neo-Mohist Philosophy of Laﬁguage

The work credited to the Neo-Mohists is a part of the Mo-tzu. It consists of
six chapters of the Mo-tzu. The Chinese commentary tradition refers to
these six chapters as **Mohist Dialectic”’ (Mo Pien 8% ). The most system-
atic of the dialectical chapters are four chapters known as the Canon (ching
#%). The other two, the **picks,’’ are more diverse. The order of the chap-
ters of the Mohist Dialectics are as follows:

1. Canon I # | consists of equivalence formulas, such as “‘Knowl-
edge is Contact’’ (chih chich yeh it ).!

2. Canon Il T consists mostly of brief assertions with a reference
to an explanation via the expression ‘‘The Explanation is . . . *’
(shuo tsai ____ BifE . . . ). : ‘

3. Canon Explanation I ## - contains commentaries of varying
length on the formulas of Canon 1.

4. Canon Explanation II #8%T contains commentaries on Canon II.

5. Ta Ch'ii X3 ‘“The Greater Pick’ is the most corrupt and obscure
chapter in the group.?

6. Hsiao Ch'ii /B ‘The Lesser Pick’ is the only chapter in the
dialectical group that reads as a consecutive treatise. It discusses a
formal algebralike inference procedure.?

The usual practice in discussing the Canon is to pair the formulas of

"the main canon with the appropriate explanation from the Explanation. 1

follow this practice and also follow the numbering of the Canon and
Explanations used by Tan Chieh-fu.*

The Mo-tzu is one of the oldest works of philosophy from China. If

we judge by the sophistication of its content, the dialectical chapters of the

100
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Mo-1zu appear to have been written later than the main ethical and political
chapters. The Canon appears to be a litany of fundamental beliefs more
than a point of view of a single author. Some commentators disagree about
both points.® The present interpretation assumes only that the semantic
theories discussed and reconstructed belong to the later Warring States
Period of Chinese thought.

The subject matter of the Mo Pien is diverse. Hu Shih finds theories of
logic, psychology, ethics, economics, politics, grammar, mathematics,
mechanics, and optics in the Canon.® My concern is mainly with the
fragments of the text which can be clearly related to theory of language
(semantics and pragmatics), theory of knowledge, and theory of inference.
The semantic fragments deal mainly with the functioning of individual and
compound names. The theory of knowledge is mainly a classification of
various types of and objects of chih 4 ‘knowledge’. The analysis of
inference is embedded in the consecutive essay Hsiao Ch'ii.

The Mohist Dialectic is a prime example of the need for a coherence
theory methodology—both in textual and interpretive theory. Textual
corruption is a notorious problem in dealing with all texts of the classical
philosophical period in China. The dialectical chapters of the Mo-tzu
present in one package almost all the examples of the various kinds of
corruption. There are two intersecting reasons for the difficulty. The
Mo-tzu as a whole was not as carefully studied through the Chinese
““middle ages,”” which were dominated by Confucianism, Taoism, and
Buddhism. Commentaries, which would have been sources for emenda-
tion, were neither collected nor revised as they were for the philosophical
texts of Confucianism and Taoism. Further, these chapters’ organizational
principle is very complex, the content difficult, terse, and fragmentéd. In
centuries of recopying, editorial errors must easily have crept in. To a
copyist the fragments would have seemed like a string of unrelated
characters. Given the cryptic style, and the lack of a commentary tradition,
he was unlikely to have understood the philosophical points being made.
Characters were frequently omitted, duplicated, transposed, or mistaken
for other characters. Lines ‘were skipped or copied in the wrong order.”
““Corruption spotting’’ is complicated by the malleability of Chinese
grammar and the absence of punctuation in old texts. One comes to suspect
corruption whenever a passage does not yield a coherent reading.

A textual theory tries to reconstruct and. reverse the corruption
process. It compares all the existing versions of a text, the commentaries
from various periods, quotations in other texts, and evidence of systematic
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substitution of certain character pairs to ‘‘reconstruct’ a hypothetical
“‘original’’ text, since, by hypothesis, we have no access to that original.
Textual emendation must be judged by the coherence of its theory and of
its resultant text. Chinese textual theory uses a wide range of techniques.
~ Accepted practice in emending texts focuses on character substitution
based on ‘‘loan’’ characters, varying written forms, ancient phonetic
values, and so on. The allowable *‘moves” in emendation are many. One
may (1) transpose or eliminate characters, sentence clauses, paragraphs,
and even chapters; (2) substitute characters if (a) their written forms at any
* given time since the original (bronze, pre-Han, printed, simplified, or
script) are close enough to have been mistaken by a copyist, (b) their
sounds are close enough for one character to have been ‘‘borrowed’” for
another, or (c) the character was used with that meaning in the same work, by
the same author or school or in some other writing from the period, (d) one
character was taboo during some dynastic period and a mutilated or
synonymous character substituted; and finally (3) one may add or subtract
characters as necessary to make the sentence ‘‘make sense.”’ All these
kinds of emendation may be supplemented by such interpretive techniques
as revising punctuation, taking statements as ironic, or treating questions
as rhetorical negative questions.

The practice of textual reconstruction can be supported by relatively
uniform constraints within a general téxtual theory or it can be virtually
unconstrained ad hoc revision. If one were just to make and compound the
permitted moves there is no limit (other than imagination) to the magic one
could work on a Chinese text. One could make the first paragraph of
Confucius’s Analects read like a transliteration of Ronald Reagan’s inaugu-
ral address. Because it is a potential source of scientific and logical
reasoning in classical China and because it is so hard to interpret,
emendation work on the Mo-tzu has been particularly unrestrained. A. C.
Graham’s careful theoretical approach to reconstruction has produced the
most plausible emendation of the texts.® Kao Heng’s emendations are
probably the most imaginative and free.’

Interpretive theory and textual theory clearly interact in this case. In
the first place, text revision is stimulated primarily by semantic problems.

" We undertake textual revision, punctuation, or employ the use-mention
distinction when a text, as it stands, seems not to make sense. We feel
satisfied with an emendation, punctuation, or attribution of grammatical
structure when the sentence appears to make sense. This makes it difficult
to gain new insights from reading a text. Working this way on texts tends
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to make the object philosopher’s work read in ways which the commenta-
tor thinks are sensible—ways which are familiar to the commentator. The
difficulty of the text and its malleability under all these practices creates a
kind of self-reinforcing predicament for an interpretation. We have a
hypothesis about what the text says and then can easily mold the text to
say it. .
The way one can escape from this predicament is by theory-based
constraints on interpretation as well as emendation. We should become
aware of our own philosophical presuppositions and of how they are likely
(given linguistic and other philosophical differences) to differ from those
of pre-Han Chinese philosophers. We should entertain as broad a range of
assumptions and views as possible to draw on in deciding what would be
coherent ways to interpret a text. Emendation, punctuation, and the like
ought not to be triggered by a test of what makes sense to the interpreter,
but by what would have made sense to the author, given the dominant
outlook of his philosophical milieu, the presuppositions, contemporary
developments in philosophy, and so on.

Providing that sort of background for interpretive hypotheses has been
the purpose of the previous chapters, outlining traditional assumptions in
the areas of ontology, semantics, philosophy of mind, and theories of
knowledge. I argue that behavioral nominalism with a pragmatic concep-
tion of language are background attitudes toward philosophical questions
that are explained by the nature of the Chinese language and that help
explain ‘the major doctrines of the dominant schools in the pre-Han
tradition.

In the discussion that follows, I appeal to these background assump-
tions and the general interpretive theory of nouns outlined earlier in
defending my choice among the conjectures about how to emend the text of
the Mohist Dialectic, I have, for the most part, limited myself to choosing
from among textual suggestions made by textual scholars. I have relied
most heavily on the following commentators for their textual work. The
basis of all recent work on the text was laid by Sun Yi-jang. I have also
consulted Tan Chieh-fu, Liu Tsun-yan, and Li Yi-shu among recent
Chinese commentators.'” Among Western commentators I have relied
primarily on A, C. Graham.'! His textual reconstruction, as noted, inspires
confidence since he emends sparingly and under general theoretical con-
straints. (Graham argues that graph changes must be supported by parallel-
ism, evidence of systematic corruption, and some coherent theory about
the structure and development of the text itself.!?
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In this chapter I survey the Neo-Mohist position on the four presuppo-
sitions of language used as an explanatory framework for the narrative in
chapter 3. Then I develop the Neo-Mohist response to Chuang-tzu’s views
on pien #F ‘dispute’. Finally, I analyze the Mohist study and critique of
the formal algebralike inference procedure (sentence-matching)—the clos-
est equivalent to a theory of logic in the period. In viewing the Mohist
treatment of that project I speculate on some of the important ways that
language can influence the development of logic theories.

The Four Assumptions in the Canon

The dialectical chapters of the Mo-tzu are especially important in under-
standing the classical Chinese attitudes toward language because they mark
the emergence of explicit semantic theory in a language with masslike
nouns. The semantic theory is limited for the most part to terms and
compound terms. The later Mohist writers did not have any theory of
sentences except for the minimal and example-dependent analysis in the
later Hsiao Ch’ii (The Lesser Pick). Specifically, they seemed to have no
distinction of functional elements of sentences (predicates and terms) nor
of semantic truth and falsity. The semantics of terms is simple mereological
nominalism. Names and distinctions are applied to stuffs. Interesting
problems come in extending that picture to encompass compound terms.
The Mohists characterize the stuffs as interpenetrating. The ontology of
this picture produced a famous Chinese controversy about ‘‘hard and
white’” which in turn led directly to the white-horse paradox of Kung-sun
Lung.

The explicit development of semantic theory marks some modifications
of the four assumptions about language, but the influence of the four
assumptions is still evident despite these developments. The most crucial
developments concern the last two assurnptions—conventionality and
nominalism. The dialectical chapters reflect the dominant Taoist attitude
toward names as arbitrary tools of a kind of inferior knowledge, but these
chapters express a relatively realist theory of reference. The semantic
“theory is predominantly nominalist. However there are two graphs used
frequently throughout these chapters, i ‘idea’ and lei ‘class’, which require
analysis because they suggest, respectively, a rudimentary theory of
consciousness, and an analysis of semantics focused on something like
natura] kinds,
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To review, the four assumptions outlined earlier are:

1. The chief function of language is regulative; that is, language is a
guide to action through its effects on emotions, motives, and
evaluative judgments of those who use the language. Conventional
distinctions embodied in the use of names create a conventional
and shared pattern of evaluation. The Hsiin-tzu, *‘rectification of
names,”’ wing of Confucianism and the Taoist critique of Confu-
cianism and Mohism reflect this assumption. The early Mohists
were rather more concerned with a descriptive model of language
than either of the dominant schools.

2. Semantically corresponding to ming 4 ‘names’ were fern 5y

. ‘divisions’ or pien # ‘distinctions’. The distinctions were both
descriptive and regulative—they determined what counted as a wu
% ‘thing-kind’ or shih ¥ ‘stuff’ and accordingly how we ought
to respond to what is discriminated.

3. A system of names (tfao H ‘regulative discourse’) is a set of
conventicnal practices of discriminating and responding. The rela-
tion of name to thing rests on social practices of discriminating in a
purposive context. The social practices have a basis both in history
(the founding culture heroes who invented language and /i [cus-
tom]) and in shared agreement. There is no transsocial right or
wrong way to set up those practices.

4. In the discussion of names, language, and fap 3 ‘regulative
discourse’, no appeal is made to abstract or menfal entities to
explain the functioning or import of names, There were no mediat-
ing entities with theoretical roles similar to that of concepts,
universals, ideas, meanings, or propertics.

The Regulative Function of Language in the Canon

The Neo-Mohist approach continued to diverge into a relatively complete
break with the functional assumption which lay behind early Confucian
and Taoist writings on language. In the Canon the stock examples—ox,
dog, milu deer—reflect less normative interest and more descriptive
concern. They speculate relatively rarely on grading terms, role words, and
comparative adjectives in their semantic doctrines. Yet the Neo-Mohists
remained fundamentally concerned with the ethical issues of early Mohism. '
The canons do contain definitions and propositions concerning ethics. And



106 Language and Logic in Ancient China

even the latest and most logical work, the Hsiao CH’ii, is shaped by a
desire to defend the Mohist ethical doctrine of universal love. The
utilitarianism of Mo-tzu is developed by the addition of a weighting
principle. The basic logical maxim of the Neo-Mohists in the Hsiao Ch'i
is one common to ethical and other reasoning— universalization. If you
make a judgment in this case on the basis of X, then you must make a
similar judgment in other cases of X.

Distinction Marking and Stuff Naming in the Canon

The dialectical chapters develop a theory of naming that brings the
stuff-naming version of this assumption into equal or greater prominence
than the distinction-marking version. Fen 4} ‘division’ is not as central a
concept. Pien # ‘dispute’, as we shall see later, is still important, but the
new theoretical language which includes #'f & ‘stuff-substance’, chien
3 - ‘compound-stuff’, chii 2 ‘pick-out:denote’, rang ¥ ‘correspond-
to’, and lei #F - ‘similar-stuff’ suggests a shift toward the stuff-naming
view of semantics. The routine examples are seldom contrastive dichoto-
mies but rather natural kinds (ox, dog, sheep) or nonevaluative properties
(hot, white, hard), often considered without reference to their opposites.

Conventionalism in the Canon

The Neo-Mohist position on conventionalism, like that of the early
Mohists, seems to lie between Taoism and Confucianism. There is little
discussion of conventionalism per se. The Neo-Mohist supposedly assumes
that specific names are indeed relative to socially accepted symbols and
sounds, But he would not hold, with the Taoist, that the apparent
distinctions in reality are conventional. The theory presupposes, as does
Confucian rectification of names theory, that there is some real basis for
the distinctions marked by names. .
Rectification of names itself, as an ideal for a language, is rejected on
pragmatic grounds. A perfect one-to-one correspondence of name and stuff
is not necessary as long as the names “‘work™ fairly adequately and we
*carefully correct our ‘‘name-knowledge’” against ‘‘contact’” knowledge. It
is in the nature of language that there might be two names for one stuff'* or
two stuffs with one name.'” :
Knowledge of names is distinct from knowledge of things. While both
are valuable, knowledge of things is clearly viewed by the Neo-Mohists as



Neo-Mohist Philosophy of Language 107

more fundamental. Language is not ultimately reliable as a guide, and in
the Hsiao CH’ii rejection of sentence matching, the culprit is language’s
diverse approaches £ 75 , different ways of grouping 3§ , and opposing
purposes Jd . The final judgment is rendered in the fragment ming shih
pu pi ho ZETRYE ‘name and object do not necessarily go together’.'®

The Mohists directly mention cheng ming IE4 ‘the rectification of
names’ only once in the Canon.

1168 et AL, RTER.
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You can **that’” this if and only if you both ‘‘that’’ this and “*this’* that.
Explained by: their being different. [Canon I1:68]

For those who rectify names, it is admissible to ‘“that’’ this and to
**this’’ that, **That-ing’* that stays confined to that; **this-ing’’ this stays
confined to this [and] ‘‘that-ing”’ this is not admissible. When about to
“‘this’’ that, it is likewise admissible to “‘that’” this. If ‘*that’” and *‘this”’
stay confined to that and this, and accepting this condition you *‘that”
this, then “‘this”* is likewise about to be used for that. [Explanation
1:68]"7

I do not give the translation here with great confidence, and for
present purposes I rely only on the most general point of the passage. The
fragment appears to acknowledge the Taoist argument against the rectification
of names while denying that it has the drastic consequences the Taoist
supposes it to have. Chuang-tzu argued that *‘names’” (actually terms for
which he uses demonstrative pronouns as paradigms) are relative to the
total circumstances of utterance.'® Thus, just as nothing was absolutely
*‘that’” or “‘this,”” so nothing is absolutely ox or horse. X is ox or horse
only relative to a classificatory scheme and to the purposes behind that
scheme. The Mohist notes that while a reversal of names like ox and horse
can, in principle, take place, the distinctions in the world are independent
of language. So even though what was called *‘that>” can be called *‘this’’
by a change of perspective, that same change of perspective will make
“‘this”” ‘‘that.”’

Chuang-tzn’s skepticism was, reflecting his philosophical style, exu-
berant. Presumably no Confucian and no Dialectician had ever held that
“this”’ and *‘that’” were rigidly linked to particular objects. But Confucians
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and their Dialectician allies (Kung-sun Lung) did seem committed to an
ideal of one-name-one-thing. And the Mohist pointedly observes that there
perfectly well could be two names for one thing.'® This he classifies as a
species of 'ung [A] ‘being the same’ called chung fung HERF ‘redun-
dance’. The Mohists do not insist on eliminating such redundancies. We
need only bear them in mind so we do not draw unwarranted conclusions in
judging and acting based solely on names.

The overall thrust of the Hsiao Ch’ii is, similarly, best understood as
_ restructuring the ‘*logic’’ of the rectification of names. Thus while *‘thief
is man’’ is assertable since both terms are assertable of the same object,
“killing thief”’ is not the same activity (relative to judgement and evalua-
tion) as ‘“‘killing man.”” The Canon has a parallel stock example of
redundancy---though the moral issue is rather elusive. (Explanation I[1:54
has been lost.)

I1 54 SR+, T Mg | W, HAE,

Pup is dog; and yet ** ‘killing pup’ is not ‘killing dog””* is admissible. The
explanation is in ‘‘redundant [expressions].”’ [Canon 11:54]

Theoretically, the Mohist position seems to be that there are often
exceptions to the dictum of one-name-one-thing and that, furthermore, it is
unnecessary to try to eliminate them and rectify language. It is only
essential that we beware of drawing inferences for action and judgment
from the fact that the two names apply to one thing.

The analysis of epistemological terms also theoretically accepts shift-
ing reference in language. The Mohists assume that a discrimination ability
is antecedent to language learning. Our knowledge of the distinctions
among things is independent of our use of names. That knowledge of shih
‘stuff’ can always be used as a check on ‘‘name-knowledge.”’ The core
distinction in the discussion of chih ‘knowledge’ is between conventional,
changeable name-knowledge and realist, reliable stuff-knowledge. The
later Mohists used the distinction to resolve paradoxes about knowledge.

IL 48 SnELFAdn, BAELIA R
(), WIFERFAEMEY, BKE, TRVEh, RFR
A, IREGREL, A2,

Know that which he does not know; the explanation is in **using namnes to
choose.”’ [Canon I1:48)
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If you mix together that which he knows and that which he does not
know and then ask about them, then he must say, ‘‘this is what I know
and this is what I do not know.”” To be able both to select and reject is to
know them in both ways [literally *‘to pair-know them’’]. [Explanation
11:48]

The Explanation is an allusion to the black-white choosing test in
chapter 47 (Honoring Worthies) of the Mo-tziz. One knows the names but
cannot divide the things. A blind person can discourse about black and
white, but he cannot ‘‘choose’” them when they are chier ‘combined’
before him. He can be said not to know black-white and can use the names
to specify what he does not know.

Finally, the Neo-Mohists implicitly reject the prohibition on creating
new-names which is so prominent in Hsiin-tzu’s version of the ideal of
rectification of names. The Neo-Mohists coined a great many technical
terms of analysis: tuan ¥i ‘point’, chii & ‘denote: refer’, hsiang chin
8 # ‘mutually exhaust’, to name a few. They also discussed such
technical constructions as niu-ma 45 ‘ox-horse’ and chien-pai BB
‘hard-white’. The Mohists simply do not share the Confucian goal of a
language rendered perfect and unchanging for guiding evaluative judg-
ment. They rather view language as a helpful but fallible tool in getting
around in the world. And they especially acknowledge a descriptive project
as part of the helpful function of language.

Although the dialectical chapters reject the Confucian rectification of
names ideal, they do not draw the skeptical conclusions of the Taoists.
There are real distinctions among things, and people have presocial
abilities to make those discriminations. The names are used to chii =
‘pick out” the stuffs that make up the world. That they cannot do it in a way
that allows one to obtain knowledge of the world from analysis of names
alone is just one of the limitations of language with which we must live.
There is a real world to which our language refers, and we have knowledge
of it which is independent of our socialization. The conventions of
language might well be inherently imperfect, but that is just another of the
things we can discover only because we do have independent access to
things.

The Mohists are thus simultaneously less skeptical about language-
influenced thought than the Taoist, and less sanguine about the reliability
of language than a Confucian. Knowledge of names is clearly regarded as
inferior to knowledge of things and subject to correction. Names do not, in
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the Mohist view, rigidly designate stable, unchanging, absolute entities.
And the strict ideal of one-name-one-thing 1s neither possible nor neces-
sary.

This way of dividing knowledge turns several Western perspectives
inside out. There is no hint that stuff-knowledge need be of things which
do not change. The more valued knowledge is of stuffs, not names.
Skepticism in China is, accordingly, not of the resemblance of thought to
the world of stuffs, but of the fealty of language to that world. A pragmatic
version of that skepticism motivates the Taoist view that no system of
linguistic discrimination can be a stable choice and action guide.

Nominalism in the Canon

In the Mohist Dialectic, the formulations of many of the semantic claims
are confusing. On the one hand, almost all the sections dealing with
semantics apply a nominalistic model—dealing with name and thing only.
But the propositions and explanations use two characters which seem part
of a semantic scheme reminiscent of traditional European empiricism—i
& (translated as ‘‘idea’”) and lei ¥ (translated as ‘‘class’’). If these are
part of the semantic model, why are they not incorporated in the general
description of the relation of names and things? What semantic role are
they playing? The translations of these two characters suggests (1) that the
Mohists did indeed think of some mental correlate of words and (2) that
they thought of general terms in a framework analogous to the nonmereological
notion of members and sets.

I believe that neither conclusion follows, Careful attention to the use
of i *idea’ and lei ‘kind: class’ reveals that they neither transport empiricist
philosophy of mind or semantics nor introduce a class-member or mind-
body ontology into Chinese thought. Before examining these questions in
detail, let us survey their basically nominalistic accounts of language. The
later Mohists, like other Chinese thinkers, discuss semantics exclusively
extensionally—in terms of the relations of names and things. This is
especially evident in their discussions of kinds of names.

I 78 5%0 %J ﬁ) %—l\o
(%)o r%_l; %‘lﬁo ;ﬁ‘ga ﬂ\ﬁZ%&u ﬁiz i—%_l, ﬁ’ﬁlo
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B, BHO, EF4.

Ming [‘name’]. Unrestricted, similarity-based, private. [Canon 78]
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Wu ['thing’] is an unrestricted name. If there is stuff it necessarily
requires this name. To name it horse is to base it on similarities. That of
which we would say “‘it is like the stuff’’ must use this name. Naming it
*‘Jack™ is a private name. This name is confined to this stuff, Whenever
sounds issue from the mouth there are names. [Explanation 1:78]*

Notice that the three types of names are distinguished only by how broad a
scope they have. In particular, despite the division into three categories, all
names are related only to shih 2 ‘stuff’—not to mental or abstract
entities.

A similar passage occurs in Hsiin-tzu's ‘‘Rectification of Names™
chapter. It too makes no appeal to meanings, ideas, classes, or forms, but
discusses only the different scopes names can have, phrased in terms of the
generality or particularity of the thing they name.

ECE R SRR IR T AR TR 2 2 B0 2 Mt Kb 4 T 3k 3% Bl
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Although the myriad things are many, we may occasionally want to
denote them as a whole, so we cail them ‘‘thing.’” **Thing’’ is the most
general term. In proceeding we generalize something and the general
then has a more general until we arrive where there is no more general
and only then stop. There are times when we desire to denote something
partially, so we say of it “*It is birds-and-beasts.”” *‘Birds-and-beasts’” is
a great distinguishing term. Proceeding, we can distinguish it; the
distinction then has a finer distinction until we arrive where there is no
more distinguishing and only then stop.

The initial classification, in the Canon, into three types of names
would appear to suggest an analysis on which, for example, ma ‘horse’
denotes a set of individuals. This is especially tempting since ma ‘horse’ is
characterized as a lei ‘class’ ming ‘name’. But then the explanation treats
this difference between general and particular as mainly a matter of scope
of reference, not as different types of reference. Hsiin-tzu's treatment is
even more explicit. In the place of *“individuals’ he implicitly has only the
final stage of distingnishing or partitioning. It would seem, on balance, that
there was not really a clear intuition of the difference between singular and
general terms other than their different scopes or ranges of denotation. A
lei-ming would be only one whose scope is fixed by similarity of the parts
of a mereological whole.

Then, despite the fact that this canon marks a seemingly important
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distinction, these differences in ‘‘names’ never figure in any subsequent
part of the theories of names or knowledge of names. The model of
“‘meaning’’ is still basically that of the ‘‘name’’ or noun, and the
mereological model seems most appropriate for describing the ontology
assumed in this theory.

Initially, it seems likely that the troublesome characters | & ‘idea’
and /ei # ‘class’ must have some important differences in conceptual role
from their purported English equivalents. Both the English words are
extremely theory-laden terms in British Empiricism and widely used in
" ordering English talk about words and meaning. The uses of these
characters in Chinese may reflect some of the normal English uses, but
others will be absent. The issue is whether the specific semantic use of the
English translations resembles closely the use of i and le¢f in the Dialectic.
If not, then we can allow the translations as long as we note that they do not
pose a counterexample to the analysis of Chinese semantics as nominalistic
and based on masslike nouns that are taken as referring to mereological
objects.

Let us isolate the technical use of idea and ciass in English that is of
interest by looking at the abstract genealogy and functions of these terms.
Ideos was the original Platonic term for the forms. Western nominalists,
while denying the metaphysical ‘‘ideas,”’ continue to use the term for
mental counterparts of the forms—their representation in our minds. Ideas
are still taken to explain how a general term can signify a plurality of
things. They are assimilated to the meanings of the terms and become the
building blocks of knowledge.

Class is similarly a nominalist’s grouping entity intended to eliminate
abstractions such as property, attribute, and essence from semantic theory.
Notoriously, however, classes themselves are abstract entities; they have
no spatiotemporal location. (There is one variation on the notion of

““class’ which is purely nominalistic. Russell and Lesniewski’s mereological
class, to which we have appealed in describing Chinese semantic thought,
is viewed as a class which consists of the “‘whole’” of all the members,
which are its parts.) Classes and sets, like abstract properties and ideas, are
designed to explain the one-many relation of a count noun and its multiple
-denotatior.

In analyzing whether or not the use of i & ‘idea’ and lei ¥F ‘class’
make them counterexamples to the generalization that the Mohists were
nominalists, we must see if their role in Mohist theory is similar in the
above ways. In the Neo-Mohist chapters, i & ‘idea’ does not, in fact,
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play the semantic role of explaining the meaning of general terms at all. It
is vsed of images of memory or imagination. The eighteenth century view
that meanings are images is a separate assumption which we do not need to
attribute to the Mohists. The only direct semantic role of { ‘idea’ is in
explaining the use of sentences for pragmatic communication— where its
translation is “‘intent’’ rather than ‘‘idea.’’ Lei ¥ , on the other hand,
cannot be the technical equivalent of *‘class’’ since, in the spirit of the
Taoist contrast theory of language, the mathematical notion of class is
“‘born together’” with the distinction of subclass and member. Without any
such distinction, lei could only be regarded as mereological class—using
(as we shall see) only the distinction of part-whole. This conclusion,
obviously, is reinforced by the masslike grammar of the nouns called
lei-names and the tendency to explain their semantics in the same way one
explains the semantics of proper names. We will notice that the use of lei
makes it clear that it is mainly used to assert similarity between thing-kinds
and only derivatively to describe a thing-kind based on similarity of its
parts. Neither term, in its use in the dialectical chapters, contradicts the
basic nominalist character of the semantic theory.

Let us examine first the fragments of the dialectical chapters which
deal with {&. It is used in one canon to explain the notion of a faik
‘standard’.

170 ik, FiEmiR e
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Fa [‘standard’]: the thing such that, if something is like it, that thing is
Jjar [‘so’]. [Canon I;70]

Idea-images, the compass, circles-——all three may serve as standards.
[Explanation I:70]

The concern is with how circles may be constructed, and one of the
models which may be used is the remembered image of a circle—along
with a compass and another circle. The inclusion of { % ‘image’ along
with compass makes clear just how practical the concern is. There is no
hint that the images are *‘abstracted’” from particular circles or that they
are the meaning of the word circle.

A very difficult fragment of the Ta Ch’ii also involves the character i

r
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Picturing [yi} a pillar is not picturing wood, it is pictiring the wood of this
pillar. Picturing 2 finger as being man is not picturing man; picturing as
being a catch of game is, however, picturing birds.?'

I am disinclined to be dogmatic about what the point of this corrupt
fragment is. It will suffice to note that it does not allege any relation
between i - & ‘ideas-pictures’®? and ming ‘4 ‘names’. The first case is
easily illuminated by the mass-stuff hypothesis. If we consider a pillar,
then the image, though of something wooden, is not the image of wood
itself. The finger-man case can be understood in this way as well. The last
case has no obvious interpretation. One might suppose that a picture or
image must be specific. One can think of the take of game only by thinking
of some particular kind of game or other. Given its obscurity, this
fragment should not count as much evidence for the nominalistic mass
noun hypothesis, but it even more certainly does not count as evidence
against it.

I # ‘idea-image’ occurs in several other places in the Canon in
various contexts, Graham has noticed that i % ‘idea-image’ is used in
connection with hsiang #& *‘image’. In these contexts™ i does seem to be
mainly a picture of a remembered or envisioned object. There are other
occurrences of a verbal use of i (as in the above quotation)—roughly *‘to
imagine a thing.”” It does have an epistemic use, that is, as envisioning,
contemplating, and so on, but it is not used in explaining the meaning of
words as such.?? I never functions as an abstraction from concrete images
nor as a general idea corresponding to general terms.

Consider, for example, the two Canon fragments in which i - &
‘image:intention’ is used in combination with language and understanding,
In these examples, it is natural to connect the use of i & ‘intention’ with
its semantic role in the Hsiao Ch’di, that is, that which is conveyed by tz’u
%t ‘expressions’.? The important fact about this semantic use of i is that
its role is limited to sentences. I never correspond to ming ‘names’ which,
as before, simply chii % ‘denote’ shih & ‘stuff’. Sentences consist of
names, but there is no suggestion of the Lockean conclusion that the i -
‘intention’ of a sentence is a composition of the ; & ‘image-idea’ related
to words. Names pick out stuff. Sentences convey intentions.

This restricted interpretation of { as *‘intention’’ is supported by the
definitions of i & in the earliest Chinese dictionaries. The substitution
character offered for i in the Shuo Wen is chih & ‘intent:purpose’. The
Mohists’ theory is indeed a plausible nominalism, There are only names
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which arc used in more complex expressions to communicate plans,
purposes, and projects.

The philosophy of mind suggested by this is also different from that of
commonsense conceptualism. The Neo-Mohists usually avoid the word
hsin 0 ‘heart-mind’ in favor of chih % ‘knowledge’. When hsin is
used, it is in connection with ¢, while chik is most common in connection
with ming ‘names’. The division seems to be between the purposive and
cognitive processes. The hsin .+ ‘heart-mind’ forms the intentions, and
decodes the speaker’s intention. One chik %1 ‘knows’ names and objects.
We can draw some interesting conclusions about the use of { here. It does
have two functions reminiscent of English ‘‘idea’’: as mental image and
sentence intention or purpose (“‘I’ve got an idea, let’s. . . .>"). But it is not
used to explain word-meaning. In sum, the use of i ‘image:intention’ does
not conflict with the basic nominalism of the Mohist and Chinese approach
to semantics. :

While the Mohist approach is rather more like traditional Western
assumptions about semantics in being more descriptive, most of the
differences in, for instance, philosophy of mind discussed earlier still apply
to later Mohist thought, None of their definitions of knowledge are stated
in terms of belief as a mental representation of the meaning of a sentence,
They do not use the notion of semantic truth to distinguish knowledge from
“mere’’ belief. The traditional concerns of epistemology do not arise, and
the Mohists are instead concerned mainly to elaborate and relate linguistic
competencies or skills rather than mind contents. The competence in
guestion is that acquired along with & language, the ability to discriminate
and react in accord with that discrimination.

I do not, accordingly, object to the translation of i as “‘idea’ except
that “*idea’’ is so theory-laden in our philosophical tradition. As long as we
remember that the Chinese sense does not include word-meaning as a
mental content, one need not object to the translation. It is close to our use
of idea in learning a game or skill; “*Now you’re getting the idea’ does not
suggest that you are finally understanding a word. We do have an idea of
how to construct a circle, and we have ideas in the sense of remembered
images of things. One’s ideas (the upshot or peint) can be expressed and
conveyed in sentences. But none of these uses is parasitic on a philosophi-
cal doctrine of abstraction, universals, concepts, or word-meaning.

The term lei % ‘class’ is more centrai to the semantic project in the
dialectical chapters, Chmielewski is'the main proponent of the view that it
means ‘‘class” in the logical or mathematical sense. If that is true, then it
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is an abstraction called for by the same problems that generate universals
for the Platonic tradition. The suggestion has already been rebutted in part
by Graham.?” He observes that objects are never viewed as members of a
class, but as, in his words, of a kind or not of a kind. That is close to my
own objection: to suggest there is the notion ‘‘mathematical class’’ without
the notion ‘‘member’’ is paradoxical. These are theoretical ‘*brothers®
that, like the Taoist opposites, are ‘‘born together.”” The concept of
“‘class’” or ‘‘species’’ is generated in a theory which also ihcludes
““member’’ or ‘*specimen”’ as distinct from ‘‘subclass’ or “‘subspecies.”
Without these companion concepts (which Chmielewski himself claims are
absent), it is impossible to understand how lei # could correspond to the
mathematical or semantic term class.

Graham'’s objection points to another curious feature of the use of lei
in Chinese. The concept seems to stand at least one step above ‘‘natural
kind.”” Thus the Mbhists say that ox and horse are £ ung lei |5|3f ‘same
lei’ but they never say that of white-horse and horse, where we would expect
it if lei did correspond even to our ordinary nonmathematical use of
kind or class. T'ung lei (same lei) is used to assert similarity of things in
different natural classes, not to represent a relation between objects compre-
hended by a natural kind term.

It, accordingly, seems most accurate to translate lei used nominally as
*‘similar-stuff”’ and the verbal use as *‘is similar.”” This explains why the
Mohist avoids saying ‘‘white-horse is similar to horse.”” The Mohist’s
definitions involving lei reinforce the observation that lei is a quite general
kind of similarity.

186 [, #, #, O, ¥
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T’ ung ['same’]: redundance, as units, as together, as similar {lei]. |Canon
I.86]

There being two names but one object is the sameness of redundance.
Not being outside the total is sameness as units. Both oceupying the room
is the sameness of being together. Being the same in some respect is the
sameness of being similar [lei]. [Explanation 1:86]
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Yi [‘different’]: two, not units, not together, not similar {lei}. [Canon I:87]

Their being necessarily different when there are two [of them] is being
two. Not connected or belonging is “‘not units.”’ Not in the same place is
“‘not together.”” Not having any respect in which they are the same is
**not similar.”’ [Explanation I:87] :

Judging by its placement and definition, the sameness of lei is the
least specific of the categories of sameness and difference. Any respect in
which things are the same could count to make them the same lei.
Conversely, very few pairs could be considered not-lei. Pointing to some
differences or other does not rebut the suggestion that two mass-kinds are
similar.?® One naturally wonders just what sorts of things could qualify as
not-/ei, The Mohist answer is that mass stuffs are not-fei only if compari-
son between them is illegitimate. The attempt to compare stuffs which are
different lei is rather like the notion of a category mistake. It yields
humorous nonsense. This is made quite clear in the following canon,

116 RERM, HEER,
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Different lei [*similarity classes’] are not comparable. The explanation
is in measurement. [Canon I1:6]

Which is longer, wood or night? Which is more, knowledge or grain?
Which is keui [‘noble, valued, expensive’], rank, one’s parents, moral
conduct, or a price‘?29 [Explanation II:6]

Wood and night are different /ei because it makes no sense to compare
them in point of, say, length. It is not merely an “‘apples and oranges’’
problem. For we can compare many features of apples and oranges. Things
are different lei only when ordinary comparisons do not make sense at all.

As with 7 ‘idea’ we could accept translations of lei as ‘‘class’’ as long
as we remember the important differences in role. In this case the
difference is explained by the mass-stuff hypothesis. Classes have mem-
bers, and the members are individuals. The Mohist use of lei suggests that
lei are classes of these stuff-kinds which correspond to the nouns of the
language. If we remember that difference, the ‘‘class’’ translation need not
be misleading. *‘Similar’” or *‘similarity-group’ are safer and would help
to illuminate the logical term #'ui lei #:38 (“‘push’” a led, i.e., analogy).
T’ui lei has a very natural interpretation as a principle of moral reasoning
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on this construction. And since the Mohists (and Mencius) concentrate on
the moral use, that is an advantage. If I make some judgment and give as
grounds some feature of a situation or person, then I must “‘extend”” that
judgment to all cases which are relevantly similar. Neo-Mohists, still
focusing on ethical concerns, make this the key kind of consistency in the
analysis in the Hsiao Ch'i and in the Canon.

O1 BT A, HIER
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Fix the kind in order to ‘‘make the man proceed.”” Explained by
sameness. [Canon II:1]

The other, on the grounds that it is so of the instance here, argues that
it is so of the thing it is; I, on the grounds that it is not so of the instance
here, doubt that it is so of the thing it is. [Explanation II:1]

LIZER, DT, HH#CAIEA, EEOTREA

Accept using similarity, reject using similarity. What is present in
one’s own case is net to be rejected in the other man’s., What is absent
from one’s own case is not to be demanded of the other man’s. [Hsiao
CH' iif

The use of lei in judgments is not, of course, limited to moral
judgments. But the moral position in expressing the ptinciple reflects the
spirit of early Mohism and its insistence on consistency of moral judgment.
One should not hold that killing one man is a crime and at the same time
praise and honor the men who exterminate whole cities. When extended to
factual judgments, the use of lei is similarly a call for consistency relative
to. stated grounds of judgment—which could produce a use of lef in
reasoning that traced natural classes. There is no indication in the texts that
it is a particular form of argument, such as analogy. And there is especially
no reason to suspect that the Mohists had invented a logic of sets or were
deeply involved in such matters as scientific issues of classification.

So with regard to both i & ‘idea’ and lei #8 ‘class’ the ‘*idea’” and

. “‘class”’ translations can make sense of their uses as long as we remember
that the Western notions had semantic and philosophical uses which go
beyond the Mohist’s purposes and theoretical structure. The only danger in
using such translations is that we might try to invoke all the theoretical
roles the translations play in Western logic and semantics— especially the



Neo-Mohist Philosophy of Language 119

abstract ones. There is no evidence of such semantic uses (as explaining
the meaning of individual words) in the Mohist semantic theories. '

To highlight the difference, look again at a classic Western semantic
use of ““idea’’ in the philosophy of Locke.

Besides articulate sounds, therefore, it was further necessary that he
should be able to use these sounds as signs of internal conceptions; and to
make them stand as marks for the ideas within his own mind, whereby
they might be made known to others, and the thoughts of men’s minds be
conveyed from one to another,

But neither was it sufficient to make words so useful as they ought to
be. It is not enough for the perfection of language, that sounds can be
made signs of ideas, unless those signs can be so made use of as to
comprehend several particular things; for the multiplication of words
would have perplexed their use, had every particular thing need of a
distinct name to be signified by. To remedy this inconvenience, language
had yet a further improvement in the use of general terms, whereby one
word was made to mark a multitude of particular existences; which
advantageous use of sounds was obtained only by the differences of the
‘ideas they were made signs of; those names becoming general, which are
made to stand for general ideas, and those remaining particular where the
ideas they are used for are particular.?®

Neither i & ‘idea’ nor lei ¥ ‘class’ ever figured in Neo-Mohist
explanations in even a roughly similar way. They were quite sanguine
about a word for every particular thing—since by thing they would have
meant ‘‘stuff-kind.” So they never worried about general or abstract as
opposed to particular ideas because they did not worry about general as
opposed to particular terms. The only classes they worried about were
comparison or similarity classes amorg the mass-stuffs (the natural kinds).

The difference from Western concerns and assumptions is important
for understanding Neo-Mohist logic. First, we can more easily understand
why logic would seem a much less dignified .and urgent project if it were
originally held to be merely an aspect of the knowledge of names versus
knowledge of shih ¥ ‘reality’. The twentieth-century philosopher is
frequently enough criticized for being interested only in **words.”” We had
two thousand years not only of Platonic protection from this seeming
trivialization of philosophizing but of elevation of the subject matter to a
more valued reality. Under the Platonic umbrella philosophers could claim
to be studying ‘‘ideas,”” the “‘real world,’” and “‘truth.”” Against the direct
and caustic Taoist characterization of their enterprise, Chinese philoso-
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phers from the beginning in effect acknowledge that their work is the study
of language alone. It is easier to give up in the face of difficulties when one
suspects his subject matter is trivial.

Second, the study of inference relationships in China had to go on
without the notion of truth. Since most logical concepts— validity, conse-
quence, soundness—are defined in terms of truth this is a serious handi-
cap. The alternative semantic conceptions were relatively unwieldy for
logical theory. We shall see how this leads to confusions when we discuss
the Hsiao CI'ii later in this chapter.

Third, the Neo-Mohists end up rejecting an intuitively natural and
appealing proposal for describing inferences. The rejection is forced by .
their moral-political concerns, by the suspicion that linguistic distinctions
and regularities might warp or distort moral or political institutions or
judgments that they deemed important. _

In China, the result of the pervasive conventionalist and nominalist
assumptions is to draw ridicule of the studies of the dialecticians and
analytic thinkers. The first halting and disappointing attempts at a theory of
logic were condemned as frivolous. After some initial failures, no one had
any stomach to continue trying to find anything stable and reliable in
langnage. The philosophical world, in spirit, accepted the Chuang-tzu
critique of language as capricious and arbitrary. Analysis of names and
honing of the skills that make up knowledge of names—including the
study of logic—were discredited.

On Pien: The Refutation of Chuang-tzu

As we have seen, the Mohists took a relatively conventionalist position
vis-a-vis fundamental Confucianism. But they did not embrace the abso-
lute skepticism of the Taoists. The Mohists present their attitude toward
such Taoist claims in much greater detail, clarity, and directness than they
did their attitude toward the rectification of names. There are a number of
interesting attacks throughout the Canon on Taoist ‘‘anti-language-ism,”
but the core discussion focuses on the nature of pien # ‘dispute:
 discrimination’. ' :

We shall note that while the Canon contains a detailed and interesting
account of pien, it does not contain any evidence to make us alter our
earlier conclusion that pien is not “‘argument’’ in the sense of preof. It is
rather the fixing of distinctions for naming and judgment. The Mohists
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were no more worried than Chuang-tzu about the strings of sentences (the
argument) used to support conclusions. They do not, even in this careful
analysis of pien, formulate any logical rules of reasoning or discuss
argument forms. They simply reflect on the implications of pien under-
stood as confticting judgments and pronouncements. Their analysis deals
primarily with what would be concluded about such judgments.>!

Chuang-tzu had argued that in a dispute over a discrimination {pien)
there was no right or wrong alternative because the conflicting judgments
arose from the disputants’ differing perspectives. No judge could settle the
dispute because his arbitration would be determined by his (the judge’s)
own perspective: There is no perspective-free bystander (including, one
must suppose, Heaven and tac). Therefore there is no perspective-free
standard to justify calling one position correct and the other mistaken.

Chuang-tzo’s position is, in certain formal ways, similar to that of the
Cartesian skeptic of the senses. Descartes was trapped in a circle of
representations from which he could never escape. Chuang-tzu maintains
that we are trapped by our perspective shaped by linguistic commitments
which we can transcend only by refusing to make judgments at all {or at
least refusing to make judgments in language). The basis of his conclusion
that there are no perspective-free bystanders is that there are no perspective-
free judgment sentences. The problem with such sentences is not the proofs
of them expressed in other sentences, but that they rest on other ways of
distingnishing and dividing which are ultimately arbitrary. Pien are not
viewed as the conclusions of a process of reasoning, but as skewed
immediate judgments—like perceptual judgments. Those skewed in dif-
ferent ways will make the judgment differently. It is therefore impossible
in principle to settle a pien. So, Chuang-tzu argues, it is meaningless to
talk about one party’s being right or wrong when engaged in such disputes.

The Mohist reaction to this argument is an example of that same
attitude toward pien. They ignore the argument and dispute the conclusion.
The Canon formulates a principle of excluded middle and uses it in a
stipulative definition of what it means to pien.

137 f, ARt
()0 AR, Mith, SDFEMN,

Pi [converse]: It is inadmissible to treat both sides as inadmissible.
[Canon 1;73]

All oxen and non-oxen marked off as a group are the two sides. There
is nothing to justify ‘‘that is not one.”’ [Explanation 1:73]
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Pi { literally means ‘*(the) other.”” It is used as the demonstrative
opposite of shih 4 ‘this’ in the Chuang-tzu. The context of the Canon and
Explanation 1.73 implies that pi means ‘‘logical complement or con-
verse.’"*? The explanation seems to say, in an ontological mode, that there
is nothing outside of a thing and its opposite or complement (pi).

I 74 %, Fitth, #E, Ed.
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Pien [‘disputation, distinguishing’] is contending over converses. Win-
ning in disputation is mapping onto [it], [Canon 1:74]

One calling it “ox”’ and the other “non-ox’ is contending over
converses. Such being the case they do not both map onto [it] and if they
do not both map onto [it], necessarily one of them does not map onto it.
(Not mapping: like its being dog.) [Explanation 1:74]

Thus pien is defined in such a way that it applies to a dispute about a
distinction only if the disputants take diametrically opposed views about it.
From this definition, the refutation of Chuang-tzu is simple.

1135 THMSERSLOTE, MR,
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To say ““There i1s no winner in disputation’ necessarily does not map
onto it. Explained by disputation [distinguishing]. [Canon II:35]

If that which is said is not the same, then it is different. If the same,
then it is one man’s calling it *‘pup’’ and the other “*dog,’” or if different
it is one’s calling it *‘ox’" and the other ‘‘horse.”” Neither’s winning is
failure to engage in disputation. Disputation is when one says “it is this’’
and the other ‘‘it is not,”” and the one which maps onto it wins.
[Explanation II:35]

The definition of pien limits the kinds of disputes to discriminatory

" judgments expressed in exclusive and complementary pairs. It says nothing
about the nature of the reasons or arguments given for them, The Canon
really does not address itself to the question of perspectives in language —
to how one decides who is right. It makes only the logical observation that
if you limit the notion of pien ‘dispute’ to truly complementary distinc-
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tions, then one description must be satisfied. The ‘*winning”’ in the Canon
apparently does not mean getting the judge’s or audience’s vote. It is
simply being correct—putting the right name on the thing in question.
A Taoist could defend Chuang-tzu against this argument by a slight
revision. Chuang-tzu should, they would argue, only have claimed that we
can never know who is right and that winning, in the sense of outtalking,
does not entail that one was right. The Canon used a different notion of
“‘winning’’ and an implausible one at that—one wins just in case one is
correct, whatever one’s argument. However, this defense of Chuang-tzu
assumes that there is more of an awareness or argument for a pien than we
have noted in either Chuang-tzu or the Mohist Dialectic. Chuang-tzu
proved only the epistemological claim that we cannot know who is right.
The other interesting canons dealing with Taoist antilanguage views
take the form of semantic paradoxes. These attempt to show that the Taoist
position is inconsistent. Ingeniously formulated, they do not depend on any
sentences other than the Taoist conclusions to show the contradictions.

1171 PERME . RELE,
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To take all language as perverse is perverse. Explained by: its
language. [Canon II:71]

“Perverse”’ is ‘‘inadmissible.’’ If this person’s language is admissible,
it is not perverse, then there is acceptable [language]. If this person’s
language is inadmissible; on examination it necessarily does not map.
{Explanation II:71]

1179 3EaRERE, AMIEFHI.
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That which denies denials is perverse, the explanation is in “‘not
denying.”’ [Canon II:79]

If he does not deny his own denial, he has not denied denial. Denials
can be denied. If denials cannot be denied, then this is not denying
denials. [Explanation II:79]

The criticism of Taoists made by Neo-Mohists is precisely the one we
should like to make of any doctrine of the inherent inmadequacy or
paradoxical nature of language.
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There are some interesting theoretical concepts introduced in the
context of the above treatment of Taoist nihilism. The Mohists introduce
terms which come very close to the notion of semantic truth: tang - &
‘mapping:corresponding’ and pei - ‘perverse: contradictory: false’. But
the exposition continues to rely more on the pragmatic evaluations, namely
acceptability or assertability of utterance. And Graham argues convinc-
ingly that at this point the Neo-Mohists are concerned not with contradic-
tory judgments but with contrary terms.>? _

These new semantic notions are not taken up and developed in a way
" which might have illuminated the distinction of sentence and term. In
particular, as we shall see, they are not centrally involved in the later
Mohist proposals and analysis of formal inference. There, again, the
dominant concern is with what would be appropriate to say in certain
contexts—not with what is true or false.

We will study in detail the Mohist semantic theories regarding terms
and their assertability in the next chapter, where they will emerge as the
background theory against which to understand the white-horse paradox.
The anti-Taoist fragments above seem to be a quite independent project in
the Canon, It might have been an important vehicle for more development
if the Mohist school had survived the Confucian orthodoxy of the Han
Dynasty.

Algebraic Argument in the Hsiao Ch’ii

The final chapter in the dialectical section of the Mo-tzu, the Hsizo CH'ii,
contains the closest approach found in Chinese classical thought to a
discussion of rules of inference—formal logic. The Hsiao Ch’ii is also the
most easily readable of the Mohist dialectical chapters. It is difficult to
sympathize with some of the nonintuitive idiomatic examples used to
discredit the proposed rule. That may partly explain why it has been less
noticed and translated than the incomplete and much less coherent works of
the School of Names—Kung-sun Lung and Hui Shih.

There are a host of examples here which tend to confirm further the
‘mass noun hypothesis. The logical proposal itself is a valuable insight into
the nature of reasoning in classical Chinese philosophy. (Some famous
Mencian “‘analogies’’ are muffed attempts at formal arguments of the form
considered here.}** More interesting still are (1) the Mohists’ rejection of
the type of inference suggested; (2) the sophistication of the argument
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against the proposal; and (3) the feebleness of attempts to repair or improve
on the proposal.

The Hsiao Ch'fi examines and rejects an inference proposal, a rule
for reasoning from one sentencé to another. The inferences studied and the
semantics offered are not directed at formal relations among premises and
conclusion in arguments, nor at logical commectives or other logical
constructions. The argument instead focuses on the analysis of complex
term and predicate expressions. Sentences are introduced into the analysis
to show how complex expressions affect sentences which contain them. Its
point is made primarily by several sequences of examples and argument
analogies.

The translation that follows is adapted primarily from Graham.
have substituted mass nouns for general nouns when it has seemed relevant
to understanding the examples and arguments, and removed abstract
translations where they were understandable as either mass-stuffs or
mentions. '

In the Hsiao Ch'ii the province of pien # ‘dispute’ seems to have
broadened considerably. In the Canon, as we noticed, it was quite
narrowly defined (probably for purposes of combating Taoist skepticism).
Here it seems to be viewed as a broadly applied intellectual activity. The
Neo-Mohists treat pien as an activity for resolving questions in morals,
politics, semantics, ontology, and science. I have accepted Graham’s
practice of translating pien here as ‘‘dialectics,’” although I think the core
sense of ‘‘discriminate’” still undergirds the analysis.

351

The purpose of dialectics [pien] is to clarify the distinction between right
and wrong [shih-fei], inquire into the successions of good government and
misrule, clarify points of sameness and difference and scrutinize the
ordering of names and objects. It settles benefit and harm, resolves
doubts and difficulties, explores the facts {jan/ about the myriad things,
and considers how various kinds of utterance compare with each other.
We refer to objects by means of names, convey ideas by means of
phrases, present reasons by means of explanations, and accept and
propose by means of similarity. What is present in one’s own case is not
to be rejected in the other man’s; what is absent from one’s own case is
not to be required of the other man’s.

We have already studied some of the issues in this opening section of
the Hsiao Ch'ii. The progression from ming 4 ‘names’ to fs'u ¥
‘phrases’ to shuo $i ‘explanations’ and the pragmatic emphasis signaled
by the use of ck’fi-yii Bt'T *accept-propose’ is especially interesting. The
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first level is the pure or formal semantic level; the relation between name
and thing has nothing to do with anyone’s intention in uttering the name.
The second is the intensional semantic level, the i # ‘intention’ conveyed
by phrases or sentences. The relation at the third level is relatively new in
theory, except that all the explanations in the Canon and the tag-on phrases
in Canon I are called shuo 34 . ‘explanation’. But it is hard to find the
common denominator in the two kinds of shue 3 ‘explanation’. The
tag-ons were either terms whose meaning clarified or justified the proposi-
tion, or references to more complete theories which did so. The explana-
‘7 tion chapters seem mainly to be illustrations or contrasts that help illumi-
nate the main propositions. Neither use can easily be assimilated to a ku
¥ - ‘cause’ or ‘reason’. Reasons are relative to the person to whom an
explanation is directed and are thercfore a pragmatic aspect of language
use. The final level, practical choice based on similarity or consistency in
shuo ‘explanations’ is the sole logical requirement of classical and later
Mohism.

All these language activities are in the province of pien ‘dialectics-
dispute’. There seems a plausible story to connect each kind of activity
with a discrimination involving language. Pien seems to lie at the base of
all these other ‘‘linguistic activities.’" Its arena of operation is strings of
language in progressively larger clumps. The introduction of full sentences
is consistent with this enlarged focus but still emphasizes the semantics of
singular and complex terms; the Mohists do not introduce truth and falsity
in their account, and their conclusions are stated as implications for
interpreting complex terms.

The second major section is extremely cryptic and affords a host of
hooks on which to hang the guess that the Mohists had discovered and
defined any commentator’s favorite kinds of logical argument, Hu Shih has
been the most enthusiastic discoverer of deductive and inductive logic in
this section.’® Others have good alternative explanations. I offer no
independent argument, but I am inclined to be conservative in attributing
the discovery of various kinds of formal argument structure to anyone until
I can be convinced that they had noticed formal argument structure in the
first place. The section follows:

“Some” is **not all.”
The **so-called” is ““in the present case not so.’

“Applying’’ is imposing a certain standard. What is applied is the
standard imposed. Therefore, what it fits when applied is the thing in
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guestion, what it does not fit is not. Such is ‘‘applying.”’
“IMustrating’” is referring to some other thing for the purpose of
clarification. -
*‘Matching”’ is comparing sentences and developing them together.
“Adducing’’ is saying ‘‘If it is so in your case, why should it not be so
in mine too?"’
“Inferring’’ is using what is the same in something which he refuses to
accept and in something he does accept, in order to propose the former.
““This is like saying . . ."’ implies sameness; ‘*‘How can [ say . . .”’
implies difference.

T’ang Chiin-i treats this series of definitions as a running account of
some typical argument.*” Graham’s analysis takes the series of definitions
to explain the use of terms which function in the argument which follows
these introductory sections. Both interpretations can be compatibly com-
bined by treating the whole chapter as the detailed map of more or less
typical stages in a dispute about the use of terms. These are ways to keep
one’s opponent dealing fairly in argument. As we will see, they are not
plausibly treated as deductive forms since the Mobhist is at pains to show
that they can ‘‘go wrong.”’

The following section contains just such a warning about these
rhetorical devices.

When things are the same in some respects, it does not follow that they
are altogether the same. The matching of phrases is valid only within
limits. If matters are so, there are reasons why they are so; but although
they are the same in being so, they are not necessarily so for the same
reasons. If claims are accepted there are reasons why they are accepted;
but they are not necessarily accepted for the same reasons.

Graham has noticed an interesting structural feature of the opening
sections of the Hsiao CR’ii. The first paragraph contained, as we noted, a
four-step progression of language function. Graham suggests that these
four steps are replicated in three sequences. The first is the language
function— semantics and pragmatics. The second is the technique for pien
‘disputing’ about the things. The third lists the limitations of the argu-
ments. The third sequence is ultimately the main theme of the rest of the
body of the Hsiao Ch’ii—not the efficacy of the rhetorical argumentative
devices but their limited justification (especially when applied against the
Mohists’ own favorite arguments!). Graham organizes these sections as
follows to bring out the parallels:



128

A

It refers to objects
by means of names;

expresses ideas by
- means of phrases;

expresses ideas by
means of phrases;

and accepts and
proposes by means
of similarity.
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B

*“Tlustrating’” is re-

fering to some other
thing for the purpose
of clarification.

*“Matching”’ is com-
paring phrases and
developing them
together.

“*Adducing’’ is say-
ing, *‘If it is so in
your case, why should
it not be so in mine
too?”’

““Inferring’’ is using
what is the same in
something which he
refuses to accept and
in something which
he does accept, in
order to propose the
former.

C

When things are the
same in some respects,
it does not follow that
they are altogether the
same.

The matching of
phrases is valid only
within limits.

If matters are so, there
are reasons why they

are so0; but although they
are the same in being so
they are not necessarily
so for the same reasons.

If claims are accepted
there are reasons why
they are accepted, but
although they are the
same in being accepted
they are not necessarily
accepted for the same
reason.?®

Of these four levels, techniques, and limitations, the focus of the
following analysis is mainly on the second—the matching of phrases
(sentences). And of the three points made about the technique the last one,
its limited reliability, is the point of the piece as a whole. This is confirmed
by an internal summary which stresses again a warning not to take any of

.the techniques too far.

Therefore phrases which illustrate, match, adduce and infer become
different as they develop, become dangerous when they change direction,
become fallacious when cartried too far, become detached from their base
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when we let them drift, so that we must on no account be careless with
them, -and cannot use them in all cases. Hence language discourse has
many aspects, divergent kinds, different explanations, which must not be
looked at only from one side.

This final warning before the sections of examples underlines the
direction of argument. The point of the Mohist analysis will not be to prove
that these techniques and forms of inference are correct, but to show their
jimits—to deny their universal validity. And the cause of the restricted
applicability of these techniques is. that they rest on the functions of
language which are subject to vagaries. The cxamples quite painstakingly
establish this skeptical conclusion with regard to the most formal of the
techniques—the matching of phrases or sentences.

‘“‘Sentence matching’’ may be understood intuitively as a form of
one-step inference. One begins with a basic sentence (typically an equa-
tion, i.e., X is Y—Chinese X Y yeh’"). Then, as in algebra, onc adds the
same element to both sides of the equation.>® The new equation should
preserve ‘‘assertability.’’ So given the equation, for example, ‘‘Horse is
animal,”’ we should be able to assert ‘‘head of horse is head of animal.”**°

I have translated the proposal into the main Chinese term for evaluat-
ing expressions—Kk’o W] ‘assertability’. But assertability is not actually
appealed to in the examples. Instead, a syntactic characterization which
seems to assume assertability is the basis of analysis. That is, instcad of
asking if the sentence resulting from the algebraic addition (or subtraction)
is assertable, the examples just give an ‘*appropriate’’ sentence and the
analysis turns on whether ther sentence is affirmative or negative—
contains a fei JE ‘is-not’ or not. Call this syntactic negation element a
sign. If a sentence has a fei £ ‘is-not’ call it ‘‘signed,”’ if not,
‘‘un-signed.”’ Call the original equational sentences the *‘base’’ sentences,
and the acceptable versions of sentences produced by the algebraic
techniques the “‘resultant’” sentences. Now we can describe the analysis in
the Hsigo Ch’¥ as follows: The Mohists call an unsigned base sentence a
shih % ‘this: thus’ sentence and a signed base sentence a fei 3k
‘not-thus’ sentence. An unsigned resultant sentence is called a jan R ‘so’
sentence, and a signed resultant sentence is called pu-jon AR ‘not-so’.
The inference rule being tested is: does the aigebraic technique always
produce jan sentences from skih sentences and pu-jan from fei sentences?
The (correct) answer given in the analysis is ‘‘no.”” The introduction to the
long example section makes the Mohists’ position quite explicit.
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Things are partly thus (shih) and so (fan), partly thus and not-so, partly
not thus and yet so, partly general and partly not, partly *‘one thus and
one not.”’

In other words, the inference works sometimes, and fails sometimes.
Then some other anomalies are also offered that illustrate other vagaries in
language. Notice that the explanation of these failures of consistency is that
“‘things” are thus and so. That is, the Mohists’ explanation of the
problems in this technique rests on the semantics of term expressions.

The analysis begins with examples of the inference rule working

property:

White horse is horse; ride white horse is ride horse. Black horse is horse,
ride black horse is ride hotse. Huo is man; to love Aue is to love man,
Tsang is man; to love tsang is to love man. These are shif [‘thus’] and
then jan {‘so’].

For the Mohists, the logical proposal to be tested was: can you
gencrate sentences by matching them in the sense of adding the same
character to both sides of a base sentence and getting a resultant sentence
which would be assertable and have the same ‘‘sign’’? This paragraph
illustrates the proposal to be tested. The Mohists now rebut the rule by
counterexample. There are cases that follow the algebraic rule, yet do not
preserve the sign. The first and most important counterexamples are
unsigned (shik} base sentences which yield signed (pu-jan) resultant
sentences.

Huo’s parents are man, Huo's serving parents is not serving man, Her
younger brother is handsome man, her loving her younger brother is not
loving handsome man,

It is tempting to try to supply a rationale for explaining what goes
wrong from our own as well as the Mohist point of view. Unfortunately,
the Mohist’s own account does not expound on the nature of the problem.
It merely gives the counterexample together with the broad charge of the
introduction that the technique ‘‘becomes dangerous when it changes
* direction’” and that we cannot use it in all cases. The only culprit identified
is the instability of language—its ‘‘many aspects, divergent kinds, differ-
ent explanations.’’

We might find the choice of acceptable resultant sentences incredible.
Accepting the argument seems to require some faith that the Mohist is
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accurately reporting pre-Han moral attitudes. The moral position can be
understood as the result of the traditional rectification of names pattern of
moral reasoning with fixed rules. Rectification of names may be seen as an
attempt to preserve the rule-based moral judgments and the algebraic
inference rule (which indicates that both are regarded as intuitively
correct). The rectification of names solution would be to preserve the rule
by altering the semantics of the terms: a king is not an ordinary fellow, a
thief is not a man, a brother is not a handsome man (see p. 130). The
dialectically inclined Mohists thought that one-name-one-thing was not the
way language actually worked and was unattainable as a goal of language.
As long as someone could imagine a moral counterexample, the theory
could in principle force the denial of any conceivable ‘X is Y'' (X Y yeh)
sentence. The ideal rectification of names goal leads to problems in cases
where the terms in the equational sentence are analytically related, as we
shall see in discussing the white-horse issue. In any case, the redrawing of
semantic boundaries was not necessary. The Mohist instead rejected the
inference rule. :

For these cases, there is a way to locate the trouble in the different
levels of language use. Handsome man and brother are the names of shih
# ‘stuffs’ which at the purely formal level might be the same stuffs. But
the phrase love handsome man is used to convey a differenti & intention
than love brother. _

So now the question shifts from denotation of names to verb-object '
expressions of actions (intents). What kind of behavior counts as being in
accord with and as violating certain rules? ‘‘Serving parents’’ and *‘serving
man’’ are distinct kinds of obligations, and different patterns of behavior
count as fulfilling each rule. Just fulfilling the rule *“serve parents’” docs
not satisfy the rule ‘“‘serve men.’’*! Similarly, there are two different
““acts’” of loving—loving someone romantically (because he is handsome)
versus loving as a brother. This example fits more easily into our own
moral consciousness, but we would be likely to express it in causal or
motivational terms—loving someone because he is handsome or because
he is a brother, The moral point in China must be understood as being that
loving handsome men was a different act-intention from that of loving a
brother. This is the most plausible motivation for these cxceptions to the
algebraic inference rule.

Other examples of the breakdown of algebraic inference involve the
denotation versus action-purpose use of language as well as the part-whole
problems implicit in the mass-stutf semantics.
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Carriage is wood; riding carriage is not riding wood. Boat is wood;
entering boat is not entering wood.

Why can we not say that riding a wooden carriage is riding some
wood, that entering a wooden boat is entering some wood? It may be that
there is nothing more here than the strangeness of the idiom. Part of the
explanation may be the same as for the previous examples: the intentions
conveyed by the phrases are not fixed or determined by the stuffs the terms
used in the phrases denote. Intending to ride wood is distinct from
. intending to ride a carriage. Intending to enter a boat is different from
intending to enter wood (whatever that intention might be!).

The next examples, the most famous, bring the point of the exercise
home in the defense of the Mohists’ moral theory.

A tobber-man is a man, but abounding in robbers is not abounding in
men; being without robbers is not being without men. How shall we
make this clear? Hating its abounding in robbers is not hating its
abounding in men. Wishing to be without robbers is not wishing to be
without men.

The end purpose of the attack on the reliability of “‘sentence match-
ing"’ is apparently to defuse attacks on the Mohist view that *‘to kill a thief
is not to kill a man.”” They saw their opponents’ attack on this view as
being based on the application of the inference rule in question to the
identity sentence, ‘“Thief is man,”’ which Mohists accepted. We have a
way of formulating their view that bhas been common to the earlier
examples. ‘‘Thief is man” is based on the ming # ‘name’ shih &
‘stuff® level of semantics. Kill thief and kill man are phrases conveying
actions (intents or purposes). The identity of the formal designation of a
term in such a phrase does not make the intentions expressed by the phrases
identical. This way of explaining the failure of the inference is confirmed
by the last two examples, which overtly introduce propositional attitudes
{(hating and wishing). One must note in passing that if the Mohist did
indeed ‘have some notion of the intension, sense, or idea of a term as
opposed to its extension or denotation, this would have been a natural place
Afor it to have been employed. But the Mohist does not offer any such
analysis. The first example in this segment is a classic fallacy of divisicn. It
seemingly has nothing to do with purposive i % ‘intent’. The exposition
does not give any specific diagnosis of the breakdown of the inference, it
simply observes that the inference fails in such cases. Sentence matching
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is, accordingly, not a totally reliable rule, and Mohists should not be
criticized for violating it in asserting that *‘kill thief”” is not *‘kill man™’
while accepting ‘‘thief is man.”’

The whole world agrees that these are right; but if such is the case there is
no longer any difficulty in allowing that, although a robber-man is a man,
loving robbers is not loving men. Not loving robbers is not not loving
men. Killing robber-men is not killing men. The latter claims are
analogous to the former; the world does not think itself wrong to hold the
former, but thinks the Mohist wrong for holding the latter. Is there any
reason for it but being, as the saying goes, ‘‘clogged within and closed
without'*? (Gloss: having no empty space within the heart; it is indissolu-
bly clogged.)
These then are shih ['thus’) and yet not so [ ‘pu-jan’].

The issue probably is related to the Mohist goal of universal love.
This is apparently different enough from Christian love to exclude thieves.
This seems to be a Mohist concession in defense of the ideal to the
following, intolerant question, ‘“Well, you say we should love all men
equally; should we love thieves too?”” Should a Christian love Charles
Manson and Hitler? We think a Christian is consistent to answer “‘yes.”’
The Mohist argues, in effect, that it is not inconsistent to answer ‘‘no!”

What about a stronger issue, based on the assumed justifiability of the
practice of punishment? It is certainly permissible to punish thieves. If
killing a thief is permissible, and a thief is a man, then killing a man is
permissible. But the inference rule that justifies that conclusion is, the
analysis arghes, not reliable. So the Mohist is not unreasonable to hold that
killing thieves is permissible and killing men is not. " _

Who was the Mohist answering? What school in China might have
attacked his position? Conceivably the attack could have come from two
opposite directions. On the one side the Confucian fundamentalists and
their formal dialectical allies (like Kung-sun Lung), committed to the ideal
one-name-one-thing language, would, in principle, have agreed with the
conclusion. Mencius held that killing King Chou was not killing a ruler,
but killing a common fellow. He consistently should have held that killing
Chieh was not killing a man, but killing a thief. But the Confucians (or at
least their Dialectician allies) would have used rectification of names to
make this judgment consistent with the inference principle. They would
then be forced to conclude that thief is not man.

On the other hand, the attack could have come from the other
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direction— from someone who really rejected the permissibility of killing
thieves and who advocated instead that we ought to love them. Perhaps at
some level of argument the Taoists or their Dialectician allies, like Hui
Shih, might have been even more extreme than the Mohists in advocating
universal love. And the Taoist objection to government and society could
easily have translated into opposition to punishment—-which is by definition
a social sanction. Graham suggests that the attack came from the Taoist
side; I think it came from the Confucian. But there is no evidence in this
_text itself to settle the issue. Conceivably it could have come from either
quarter.

The next group of examples are cases of the opposite breakdown,
cases where the base sentence is signed (is fei) and the resultant sentence is
unsigned. These are cases where things are ‘‘not thus’’ and yet “*so.”’

Maoreover, reading a book is not a book, but to like reading books is to
like books. Cockfights are not cocks, but to like cockfights is to like
cocks. Being about to fall into a well is not falling into a well, but to stop
someone from being about to fall into a well is to stop someone from
falling into a well. Being about to go out of doors is not going out of
doors, but to stop someone from being about to go out of doors is to stop
someone from going out of doors.

If such is the case, there is no longer any difficulty in allowing that:
Being about to die prematurely is not dying prematurely, but to stop
someone from being about to die prematurely is to stop someone from
dying prematurely. Acknowledging the existence of ming 4 [‘destiny’]
is not destiny, but not to acknowledge the existence of destiny is to deny
destiny.

The latter claims are the same as the former; the world does not think it
wrong to hold the former, yet condemns the Mohists as wrong for
holding the latter. Is there any reason for it but being, as the saying goes,
“‘clogged within and closed without’’? [Gloss as on p. 133.] :

Here what is so [jan] comes even though they are not thus [shih].

The shift to destiny or fate as an issue and to a formally different
argument suggests that the Mohists are attributing the argument form to
their opponents and using it to organize their defense of a number of their
key doctrines against attacks of whatever logical form. The first examples,
‘the books and cockfights, fall into the pattern we noticed earlier; they are
explainable via the distinction between phrases conveying attitudes and
intentions and terms denoting objects. But a quite different explanation is
necessary for the ‘‘stopping someone from being about to . . .”’ cases. And
there is again no hint in this text that the anthors had a specific analysis of
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the cases in mind. They turs on facts about causation. An earlier causal
stage is not identical to a later one, but stopping an earlier causal stage is
(explains)*? stopping the later one. '

The defense here is of the key classical example in the Mohist
opposition to fatalism. Accidental or early death is a paradigm candidate
for a fated happening. The Mohist argument against this would presumably
resemble our own—that one’s death by accident was not fated since any
number of things could have prevented the accident. “‘If he only hadn’t
stopped to buy cigarettes, he would not have been there when the bomb
exploded.” It is conceivable that someone countered with the argument,
““Well, in that case, you have not prevented his death by accident, you
have only prevented his being about to die.”” But as a defense of a fatalist
point of view, such a response is implausibly feeble, We would then
conclude that a thing is fated only at the precise moment it is happening.
Since the appeal to fate is designed to make us feel less guilty for not
preventing certain occurrences, it is hard to imagine a fatalist gaining any
comfort from the argument. Most likely, as suggested earlier, the Mohist is
attributing this argument structure to his opponents who are fatalists for no
better reason than that the Mohist has this refutation available.

The acknowledging and denying destiny argument is an anomalous
puzzle among these examples. I offer the following ad hoc conjecture
which turns on one of the classic ambiguitics of Chinese syntax. Fei 3k ‘is
not” can be used as a transitive verb, ‘‘to deny.”” So ‘‘fei X"’ might be read
either as **is not x”* or “*denies x.”” Now either a person affirms “‘there is
destiny’’ or not. We cannot all be fated to affirm destiny since some do not.
And not to affirm destiny is to deny destiny. But in this conclusion the
ambiguity of fei ming is exploited to yield the reading ‘is not destiny.””
Thus neither attitude is destined.

The next set of examples does not fall in the formal sentence-
matching pattern but is a set of other, seemingly inconstant, language
relations. They still turn on both the distinction between a term’s denota-
tion and its use in phrases conveying intention and on the part-whole
ambiguities inherent in the mass-stuff semantics. The central question is
when a phrase should be interpreted as applying to all the stuff denoted by
one of its terms or only part. The text calls these examples where one is
chou (universal) and one not.

“Love mankind’’ requires completely loving mankind before it can
constitute loving mankind. Not loving mankind does not depend on
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completely not loving mankind. Not completely loving mankind thus
constitutes not loving mankind. “*Riding horse’’ does not require com-
pletely riding horse [i.e., riding all horses] before it can constitute riding.
horse, to have ridden on horse (for there to be a horse on which one has
ridden] thus constitutes riding horse. On the other hand, *‘not riding
horse’” depends on completely not riding horse before it can constitute
not riding horse.
These are cases of one being universal and one not.

In order to understand how this could seem to the Mohist to be a
puzzle, we have to assume, consistent with the explanatory hypothesis of
chapter 2, that the term jen A ‘man:mankind’ as well as ma [§ ‘horse’
are taken to be singular referring expressions. So the Mohist is puzzled
about why one seems to refer to only part of the stuff and the other to all of
the stuff. He seems equally puzzled over why negating a sentence should
reverse the universality of reference—making a universal reference to a
stuff becomes a partitive reference to a stuff and vice versa.

Again, the Mohist only expresses the puzzle (as evidence of his claim
that language is inconstant and unreliable) without trying to diagnose it.
There seems to be no part of the Mohist program that yields a diagnosis.
Certain verbs in certain uses impose quantifiers on mass nouns in the object
position. Water in ‘‘he abhors water'" is implicitly universally quantified—it
refers to the all water, the substance itself. In ‘‘he drank water’’ the term is
implicitly existentially quantified—it refers to some water, a quantified
portion of the substance. The effects of the negative in reversing quantification
would not be as problematic if we knew how to formalize quantification for
mass terms.

The next section, dealing with things of which one is this (shik) and
one is not (fei), also contains a number of problems connected with
cumulative and noncumulative reference of mass nouns. Others seem to
have no more basis than the apparent assertability of peculiar idioms in
Mohist Chinese.

If you inhabit somewhere in a state, you are deemed to inhabit the state; if
you own one house in the state, you are not deemed to own the state. The
fruit of a peach [tree] is the peach; but the fruit of the bramble is not the
bramble [i.e., the thorn]. Inquiring about a man’s illness is inquiring
about the man; disliking a man’s illness is not disliking the man. [The
ghost of a man is not a man]; the ghost of your elder brother is your elder
brother. Sacrificing to a man’s ghost is not sacrificing to a man;
sacrificing to your eldest brother’s ghost is sacrificing to your clder
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brather. If this horse’s eyes are blind, we deem this horse blind; if this
horse’s eyes are big, we do not say that this horse is big. If these oxen’s
hairs are yellow, we say that these oxen are yellow; if these oxen’s hairs
‘are many, we do not say that these oxen are many, One horse is horse,
two horses are horse. ‘‘Horse four feet” is one horse and four feet, not
two horses and four feet. *‘Horse some white'’ is two horses and part
[i.e., one] white, not one horse and partly white,
These are cases of one being thus and one not. . . .

We will not conjecture more explanations for the various examples.
The important historical point, again, is that the authors do not diagnose
the problems, only offer them to undermine the view of language as a
stable, reliable inference tool.

The last example is interesting in showing how the mass-stuff seman-
tics led to philosophical puzzles which may strike us as peculiar. The
grammar of *‘horse’’ in ‘*horse four feet’” and *‘horse some white®’ seems
identical, but the logical structure is quite different. The first is *‘every
(standard unit of) horse has four feet” and the second is *‘some horse(s) are
white.””** We could adapt this analysis more to mass substances by reading
the first as “*horse stuff is four-footed-stuff’’ and the second as *‘some
horse stuff is white.”” The text’s setting of the problem underlines the
character of mass nouns: any sum of parts which are mass-x is itself the
mass-X. Hence one horse is horse, two horses are horse. The Mohists seem
to have no point in all these examples except to reinforce the underlying
skepticism of the reliability of language as a form of knowledge.

Finale: Words, Ideas, and Logic

The later Mohists shared to a large degree the presuppositions about
language found in the Confucian and Taoist schools. They can be distin-
guished from each of the traditional schools by their relatively more
descriptive analysis of the function of language, their relative stress on
stuff denotation versus distinction marking in semantics, and théir moder-
ate position on conventionality. The later Mohist philosophical puzzles and
semantic theory provide the greatest detail of any work of the pre-Han
period in confirming the hypothesis that the intuitive semantics associated
with the language and behind the explicit semantics is that of mass-stuffs.

The technical uses of i # ‘intention:image’ and lei #F ‘similar’
have been shown to include none of the abstract roles of the common
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English translations. The details of their use in the dialectical works
confirm the negative side of the hypothesis—the nominalist presupposi-
tion. I makes most sense in the Neo-Mohist theory as ‘‘intention”
sometimes and as “‘image’” other times. It is seemingly never taken to be
the semantic counterpart of words as opposed to phrases or sentences. Lei
functions as ‘‘class’’ only in the senses which do not require the compan-
ion notions of subclass and member, that is, as mereological classes and
thus equivalent to mass-stuffs. It is mostly used to assert similarity between
these mass-stuffs. '

The Mohists both rejected the ideal of a perfectly rectified language
for moral judgment based on one-name-one-thing and refuted the absolute -
Taoist skepticism about the decidability of pien ‘dispute’ with concise and
careful arguments. Several interesting semantic paradoxes are formulated
in rejecting dogmatic Taoist skepticism.

The key semantic paradox used against the Taoists showed that one
could not claim that all yen & ‘language’ was perverse. But the school
itself tended to regard language as ultimately unreliable as a form of
knowledge. The most extended argument in the corpus had precisely that
moral, The Hsiao Ch'ii examines what was a seemingly natural theory of
inference based on the algebraic use of terms in Chinese. It rejects the
inference rule by giving a host of counterexamples. The formulation of the
proposal uses syntactic rather than semantic characterizations of the
pretnises and conclusions. And the Mohists give no deeper diagnosis of the
failures of the logical proposal than to observe that language is unreliable.
A great many of the examples turn on the difference between a term’s
denotation and its use in phrases to convey intentions. A great many of the
examples seem to be puzzling because of the part-whole ambiguity of the
masslike features of nouns used as referring expressions.

If one is a nominalist and tempted to applaud the Mohist approach, it
is interesting to consider the possibility that their being right about that
issue may be part of the reason for their failure to persevere in trying to
construct logical theories. A belief in abstract entities might have moti-
vated more persistence in diagnosing the problems in the inference proce-
dure studied and also in proposing others. It is more satisfying to devote
" oneself to such studies if one can represent one’s activity as the study of “‘a
deeper reality”” or of ideas rather than mere words. The Mohists openly
saw their study as the study of words, which they themselves regarded as
an inferior kind of knowledge.

In Western philosophy, at least prior to the twentieth century, the
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sense of the triviality of words was ameliorated by the comfort that beyond
and behind the words stood ideas—common to all men and rationally
ordered. Words were capricious and arbitrary.

Thus we may conceive how words, which were by nature so well adapted
to that purpose, came to be made use of by men as the signs of their ideas;
not by any natural connection that there is between particular articulate
sounds and certain ideas, for then there would be but one language
amongst all men; but by a voluntary imposition, whereby such a word is
made arbitrarily the mark of such an idea.**

I have assumed that the Hsiao CHh’ii is the final word on logic in
ancient China. We have no record of other attempts until the introduction
of Buddhist logic after the Han Dynasty. Conceivably this school might
have continued to study logic right up to the time the school was wiped out
during the Ch'in and Han dynasties. However, I read the tone of the Hsiao
Ch'ii as being defeatist. In spirit, the Mohists seem to have joined hands
with Chuang-tzu. Language is capricious, arbitrary, and merely conven-
tional. So it was declared, even by those philosophers who specialized
most in the study of language, to be ultimately useless as a tool to discover
an absolute way.



Chapter 5

Kung-sun Lung and the White-Horse
| Paradox

Indeterminacy and Paradox

The white-horse paradox is stated in the opening line of the second chapter
of the work titled the Kung-sun Lung-tzu. The paradox is stated in a simple
four-character sentence: pai ma fei ma HEJERE ‘white horse is-not
horse’. There follows an argument in dialogue form about the assertability
of the paradoxical sentence. Interpreting and explaining the paradox has
become a source of fascination to scholars. There have been numerous
interpretive theories in modern times (see p. 143), nearly all of which
employ metaphysical, mental, abstract, or semantic concepts borrowed
from the Western philosophical tradition. The challenge is to exptain why
Kung-sun Lung would consider the sentence assertable. This chapter is an
argument from the philosophical perspective laid down in chapter 2 for a
nominalistic interpretation of both the paradox and the dialogue which
follows it. I contend that we do not need to treat ma as ‘*horseness’” nor pai
as *‘whiteness” to explain Kung-sun Lung’s view that ‘‘white-horse not
horse”’ is assertable. '

It is notoriously the case that one can translate a language in a number
of radically different ways. The indeterminacy of translation is one of the
*“*axioms’” of post-Quinian philosophy of language (although the interpre-
tation of the claim that translation is indeterminate is indeterminate).’
Given a sentence, a chapter, or even a dialogue, there could be a variety of
‘‘manuals’” for translating and interpreting which would all “‘work.”’ The
grammar and content of the corpus would not strictly dictate which one of
the interpretations was the correct one. No facts about usage could

140
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conclusively disprove all the radically different transiations of such a
COrpus.

Thus, to switch to the favored Chinese example, ma J§ could be in a
dictionary as ‘‘horse,” ‘‘horse-stages,”” ‘‘collection-of-horse-parts,’’
““bit-of-horse-stuff,”” ““instance of horseness,”” *‘concrete horse-essence,’”’
and so on. Each such radical translation is possible in the sense that it
would lead one to use the term correctly in all “‘ordinary’” contexts.
However strange it may seem to Sally to think of herself riding on a
collection of horse parts, she does indeed do so whenever she rides a horse.

So the different translations make no obvious difference in our
patterns of use, but they are nonetheless different. They each presuppose a
different framework, a different conceptual structure, a different set of
packground beliefs and modes of dividing up the world. These differences
are problematic primarily to philosophers-—-those analyzing or rationaliz-
ing conceptual frameworks and those trying to interpret the frameworks
generated by other philosophers. By and large, practicing linguists seldom
need worry about translation indeterminacy.

So the concern with the alternative dictionaries which embody differ-
ent conceptual schemes or background beliefs is a live one primarily when
translating philosophy. In philosophical analysis the translations do make a
difference; Kung-sun Lung’s philosophical theories will seem to be more
reasonable, more understandable, if we attribute one set of background
beliefs and conceptual assumptions than if we aftribute another set.

That, at least, is what I argue in this chapter. In particular, I argue that
of two alternative dictionaries or *‘translation manuals,’” one that translates
ma as ‘‘horseness’’ and one that translates it as ‘‘horse-stuff,’” the latter
provides a more coherent interpretation of the Kung-sun Lung-tzu text in its
context.” The context suggests that the text in question is motivated by
semantic problems generated in the Neo-Mohist Dialectic and by the
assumptions of language common to Taoist skepticism and Confucian
rectification of names tradition in China.

The white-horse dialogue of Kung-sun Lung has usually been inter-
preted by attributing to Kung-sun Lung a peculiarly Western philosophical
set of beliefs, namely, that individuals are a combination of particular
substances and properties. The paradoxical conclusion pai ma fei ma
HE#E (literally *‘white-horse is-not horse’”) might be rendered in any
number of such schemes. For example, white-horse stages are not horse-
stages. One need not, however, despair that no interpretation is possible or
that all are equally arbitrary. The explanation we can give for Kung-sun

*
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Lung’s advocating the paradox will be better on some interpretations than
on others. I will not try to compare all possible interpretations. Only two
will be studied here: the traditional abstract interpretation (and equivalent
ones using abstract mental ideas with the same role) and the mereological
or mass-stuff proposal of chapter 2.

The conclusion of such an approach deserves modest statement. All
that can emerge is that one interpretation is the more plausible of two
available interpretations. This is the effect of treating interpretations as
theory, I can make no claims to have access to Kung-sun Lung’s internal
subjectivity —only to propose a coherent and plausible theory about the
text attributed to him.*

The first part of this chapter deals with an argument for the compara-
tive advantages of a nominalistic interpretation and spells out the back-
ground conditions that motivated the text on this interpretation. The
nominalist interpretation offered here is based on the hypothesis that the
ontology and semantics of Chinese common sense is that of mass-stuffs. I
argue that the mass-stuff based interpretation is more plausible, in the
above sense, than any of the interpretations which attribute to Kung-sun
Lung the discovery of theories about abstract or mental objects. The
second section of the chapter is the translation and exposition of the
dialogue using the mass-stuff hypothesis.

The Chinese Language and Abstractions

A central part of the argument against the interpretive hypothesis that
‘*white-horse is-not horse’” refers to abstract objects is that it would not
have been reasonable for Kung-sun Lung to propose such a theory. That, 1
have argued in chapter 2 (pp. 42-53), comes from a hypothesis about what
role abstractions play in theories. from various branches of philosophy. To
review, for example, theories of abstraction serve an important function in
semantics. They provide a solution to the perennial Western philosophical
problem of the-one-and-the-many in language. General terms are ‘‘true
of’ (denote) a multitude of objects. Various kinds of abstract theories
explain how this is possible by giving two semantic relata of common
. nouns: ordinary objects and the abstraction. The abstract entity, function-
ing as a repeatable object *‘realized”’ in each ordinary ohject in some way,
gives a metaphysical expianation of the rélation between the single
“name’’ and its multiple denotation. -

Abstract entities, accordingly, are individuals that are outside the
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physical realm.® The semantic role of these entities suggests ontological
roles for them as a transcendental reality. They may, as noted earlier (pp.
63-65), be employed to deal with related problems in episternology and
in philosophy of mind. However, this entire set of patterns of thought is
superfluous to interpreting the paradox if Chinese philosophy is not based
on the assumption that the semantic relation of names to things is a
one-many relationship. Given the features of grammar discussed above, it
is highly plausible that one-many is not the basis; all the background
theories involving language in the period show no signs of any such
assumption (chap. 3). The overt semantic theories discussed in chapter 4
similarly undercut any rationale for attributing theories of abstract or
mental objects as background assumptions in interpreting any philosophy
of the period.

‘Paradoxically, the key feature of Chinese language that is usually
appealed to in postulating Kung-sun Lung’s discovery of abstractions is the
lack of the grammatical features which motivated such a discovery in the
West, namely, the lack of plural and abstract inflections for Chinese nouns.
This lack is treated as evidence that Chinese nouns ambiguously corte-
spond to English singular, plural, and abstract terms, and that Kung-sun
Lung discovered this fact (supposedly without discovering English). On
the contrary, as argued earlier, those grammatical features are precisely
what would explain a radically nominalistic Chinese approach to sernantics
and ontology.® Accordingly, they are evidence that the passage is best
interpreted nominalistically,

The Standard Interpretations

Probably the classic interpretation of the Kung-sun Lung philosophical
view stems from Fung Yu-lan in his influential History of Chinese
Philosophy.” He claims that Kung-sun Lung’s writings are best understood
as dealing with Platonic ‘*Ideas® or universals. A rather more recent
interpretation is that of Janusz Chmielewski, who claims that the most
plausible explanation has Kung-sun Lung dealing with logical or mathe-
matical classes or sets. These interpretive proposals by Fung and Chmiclewski
do have a significant insight behind them. Chinese nouns are different from
English (and presumably Slavic) nouns. The differences allow the use of
singular, plural, and abstract forms of English nouns at different times in
translating Chinese nouns. The more elegant explanation of Chinese
nouns, as argued on pages 77-78, is that they are masslike nouns. We
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can focus the contrast between the abstract and nominalist approaches by
noting the considerations that seem to justify the use of abstractions in
interpreting this troublesome passage.

Let us see how the abstract interpretations function grammatically,
Fung suggests that the words pai-ma and ma in the formula pai ma fei ma
do not mean **white-horse’” and *‘horse,’” but, as used by Kung-sun Lung,
refer to the abstract universals *‘white-horseness’” and ‘‘horseness.”” They
thus make each term logically singular and consequently make the fei
‘is-not’ function as ‘‘is nonidentical with.’” The proposal makes Kung-sun

. Lung’s conclusion seem reasonable because, indeed, white-horseness is
not horseness. On this interpretation, the seemingly paradoxical formula is
true. ‘

Fung’s explanation of Kung-sun Lung’s paradox requires attributing
to Lung the more or less conscious “*discovery”’ of the theory of unchang-
ing abstract universals. Similar arguments have been offered which allege
that Kung-sun Lung discovered, for example, qualities,® properties,”
concepts,'” general ideas,'! attributes,'? classes,'® and meanings.'* All
these alternatives share three characteristics. They attribute to Kung-sun
Lung the invention of theories involving entities that (1) perform the
semantic work of classical abstract entities; (2) are relatively important
mainstream notions in the development or elaboration of Western logic,
ontology, philosophy of mind, or semantics—hard, *‘respectable’” philos-
ophy; and (3) are all otherwise rare or absent from Chinese thought.

All these interpretations are, from the point of view of radical
translation, possible accounts of the text. They are, however, less plausible
as stories about how the paradox emerged than interpretations which
generate the paradox from philosophical and semantic concerns reflecting
more sensitively the grammar of nouns in Chinese language. Still, the
argument for supplanting the abstract with the mass-stuff interpretation
must be able to explain the appeal of the pai ma fei ma formula to
Kung-sun Lung at least as well as these abstract alternatives do.

The objection to an abstract interpretation can be summarized in the
following points: _

1. There is no historical background that would explain the invention
of theories postulating abstract entities. Nothing in the history of Chinese
philosophy prior to Kung-sunt Lung, as we have seen, shows any problems,
doctrines, approaches to issues, or the like that might have eventuated in
the development of such a conceptual revolution. This claim is not
contested by most of the proponents of abstract interpretations. These
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accounts themselves often implicitly assume that Kung-sun Lung is a
unique exception to the general character of Chinese thought:

The important fact that Kung-sun Lung . . . was unable to establish his
abstract concepts (such as the concept of the horse, or of whitencss) in a
coherent and systematic fashion is sufficient evidence that ancient China
was entirely unaware of a closed system of concepts, each of which
represents an abstract and exclusive whole, entirely organized around the
very clear notion of inclusion and exclusion.'”

Some (see paragraph 7 following) even assert that Kung-sun Lung discov-
ered abstractions despite the fact that they cannot be expressed in Chi-
nese. '

2. Itis acknowledged by even the proponents of the abstract interpre-
tation that Kung-sun Lung was not understood by any of his contemporar-
ies nor by any subsequent Chinese philosopher until the contact with
Western philosophy. Contemporary and subsequent accounts of Kung-sun
Lung’s views usually explain his error as resulting from his being confused
about the scope or extension of compound terms. They tend to view his
paradox as generated by an crroncous account of the effects on the scope or
extension resulting from adding ‘“‘white’’ to ‘‘horse.”” Hsiin-tzu (fl.
298-238 B.c.) discusses Kung-sun Lung’s paradox after a section in which
he explains the relation of particular and general terms and claims that
compounding has no fixed conseguences in making more particular or more
general the scope of the original term. He then dismisses the white-horse
paradox as resulting from confusing the reality by names, that is, taking
rigid naming relationships so seriously as to assert “‘unreal.”” or counterin-
tuitive, conclusions.'” K’ung Ch’uan, who debated Kung-sun Lung, seems
to have taken Lung’s argument as entailing that *‘white-horse’’ was more
general than “‘horse.””'® At best we should have to conclude that Kung-sun
Lung was an abominable expositor of philosophical views or that he did
not even try if he could not even begin to convey his new theory about
nonphysical entities to his contemporary philosophers.

3. Kung-sun Lung's abstract interpreters have him making a use of
paradox that must be considered, at best, deviant. Normally a paradox is
used to discredit some received and widely held theory which the paradox
maker believes false; for example, Zeno’s paradoxes are intended to show
that motion and change are impossible. Alternately, the paradox may be
offered to provoke a necessary revision of fondly held views, consider
Hume’s paradox of induction and Russell’s paradox. Here, by contrast, we
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are asked to believe that Kung-sun Lung invented a novel abstract doctrine
and then without saying anything to motivate or explain the doctrine
derived a relatively silly paradox from it. Lung’s sole method of motiva-
ting and presenting this philosophical invention was to derive this counter-
intuitive paradox. He is arguing, in effect, that his own theory entails
something that those he is trying to persuade of the theory must consider
false.

4. On these varicus abstract interpretations, as I noted above, the
paradox is rendered true. But the truth is purchased at the price of making
the whole enterprise seem rather silly. There are many interesting features
of classes, universals, or properties on which Kung-sun Lung might have
remarked to elucidate, expand, or defend his view. Why should he focus
on a paradoxical formulation of the rather trivial claim that distinct entities
of this sort are not identical? That has all the philosophical excitement of
the observation that Pegasus is not Zeus. If these interpretations of
Kung-sun Lung are correct, then he is hardly worth philosophical atien-
tion.

5. Following Graham,'® I do not regard the **hard-white’* dialogue or
the “‘name and things’’ dialogue as authentic Kung-sun Lung writings. But
most of the abstract interpreters do, and this makes their interpretations
internally incoherent because these contain even more evidence against
abstract interpretation of Chinese terms. If Kung-sun Lung had, as they
suggest, arrived at some sophisticated theory of properties, attributes,
classes, forms, or the like, one could reasonably expect that it would have
had some role in his theories about the relation of name and thing. But the
dialogue on names and things is as thoroughly nominalistic as the Neo-
Mohist Canon (from which Graham argues it was copied). There is not the
slightest hint of any abstract doctrine in that explicitly semantic chapter.
The dialogue on hard-white, on the other hand, contains the assertion that
white is necessarily white—even when not in combination with things. -
This is precisely what abstract theories would normally deny. An object’s
being white is explained as its having some sort of relation to whiteness. It
cannot coherently be taken to be the relation whiteness has to itself. The
idea ‘whiteness’ is not itself white, nor is the class of white things a white
class. Hardness is not itself hard. But white-stuff, taken as a concrete mass
substantive, is white and hard-stuff is hard.

6. While the conclusion can be understood by translating it so that it
contains the terms white horseness and horseness, the occurrences of ma
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and pai ma in the body of the discourse and in the arguments given by the
Chinese sophist can only be understood if both are taken as concrete; for
example, the ‘‘ask for a horse™ argument (J/6, p. 259) has (supposedly
Kung-sun Lung) asserting, “‘If you ask for a horse a yellow horse will
‘answer”.”’ But if one asks for horseness, yellow-horseness surely would
not “‘answer.’” To say that it would, apart from being false, is inconsistent
with the insight attributed to Kung-sun Lung by the interpretive hypothesis
in the first place—that distinct abstract entities are not identical.

7. The exposition of the various abstract interpretations all seem
essentially®” to entail an implausible “‘museum’’ account of the relation of
language and thought, i.e., of thought as a collection of interculturaily
identical mental items in the mind which are labeled differently by the
words of different languages.?! A rather bald expression of this *‘myth of
the museum’” with regard to Kung-sun Lung graces the introduction to one
of the abstract translations of the Kung-sun Lung-tzu.

[Ancient Chinese] had no means of rendering the scientific transforma-

tions of the concrete into the abstract. Our mind passes from an

individual horse whether black or white or any other color, to the equus

caballus which in our modem translation we invariably render as

“*horsehood”’; but Kung-sun Lung after performing the same mental
~ operation had to fall back upon the same identical character: ma.2?

Bodde’s statement of a similar point is a bit more refined. (He at least does
not assume that we think in Latin and ‘‘render” those thoughts in
“Modemn.”’) -

Kung-sun Lung’s difficulty in proving this thesis [Platonism] is height-
ened by the nature of the Chinese written language, which, because it is
pictographic and ideographic, and at the same time non-inflected, can
express the difference between singular and plural objects, the concrete
and the abstract, etc., only with difficulty.?

This very account of the difficulties of Chinese language provides an
insoluble puzzle for the abstract interpretations. The evidence for what
Kung-sun Lung thought is what is written in Archaic Chinese written style.
If it is impossible (or *‘difficult’").for that language to express or distin-
guish abstractions, then it is impossible (or ““difficult’’) to prove from the
text that the author had such beliefs!
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The Comparative Advantage Case for the Mass-Stuff Interpretation

The present hypothesis is that Kung-sun Lung treats terms such as ma in a
way that is natural to treat mass nouns: as singular terms naming *‘stuffs.”’
Such a concrete interpretation, by contrast, has the corresponding strengths
that

1. It can be understood as challenging semantic assumptions of the
Neo-Mobhists and defending the formal equivalent of the influential
Confucian theory of rectification of names.

2. Tt explains contemporary judgments of Kung-sun Lung which
imply that he was confusing the scope of names when compounded.

3. It makes Kung-sun Lung a reasonable proposer of paradoxes. He is
not the inventor of the very doctrine that the paradox undermines.

4, We can agree with Chinese common sense that the paradoxical
conclusion is false, yet still represent it as a philosophically moti-
vated mistake with a rationale stenming from widely held views
in the philosophy of language (indeed, in a sense, we can regard
Kung-sun Lung as the David Hume of one-name-one-thing-ism).

5. Although I regard the evidence against the authenticity of the
“‘hard-white’’ dialogue and ‘‘name and things” dialogue as very
nearly conclusive, they can be shown to be consistent with the
mass noun interpretation in crucial ways where the idealist inter-
pretation cannot. The interpretation in conjunction with the Neo-
Mohist background also provides an account of what Kung-sun
Lung’s having separated ‘‘hard’’ and *‘white’” would have amounted
to in relation to the rest of the tradition.

6. We can translate all the text on the same hypothesis on which we
translate the conclusion. All the concrete nouns in the text are to be
read éither as mass terms or as mentions of mass terms.

7. On the present view, Kung-sun Lung was not a ‘‘prisoner”” of his
language —thinking the unspeakable. The only language difficulties
he faced were the logical difficulties of his theory of language.

The Neo-Mohist Semantics of Compound Terms

A program for semantics that starts from a Mohist account of the semantics
of simple ‘‘names’’ (term and predicate expressions) naturally encounters
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next the problem of characterizing modification. A modifier in semantics
takes a term into a new term (a compound term) which has a different
scope or range of extension. How do we explain the connection between,
say, ‘‘white-horse’’ and the world in terms of the originally given relation
between ‘‘white”” and *‘horse’’ and the world? Traditional abstract seman-
tics provides a simple neat answer. Words (nouns and adjectives) corre-
spond to properties that are instantiated in individuals or particular sub-
stances that those words have as their extension or scope. Modified nouns
denote those individuals who have both the properties corresponding to the
component words. ‘“White-horse”” denotes individuvals who have both the
properties ‘‘whiteness’” and ‘‘horseness.”’

Modern semantics provides a different answer. It would associate a
class of objects with cach word and would explain the denotation of a
compound like *‘white-horse’” as the intersection of those classes —the set
of members that fall into both the original classes {white objects} and
{horses}.

Those are solutions to standard ‘‘extensional’” modification in lan-
guages like English with count nouns and an ontology of individuals.
There are other thorny nonextensional problems about modification, for
instance, explaining ‘“‘big flea’’ and ‘‘small elephant.”” Does a big flea
share some independent property, bigness, with big elephants but not small
ones? Or does a small elephant belong to a class that includes small fleas
but not big ones? Some modifications rule out any relation with the original
noun semantics; a phony priest does not belong to the class of priests nor
does he have the property ‘priesthood’. A potential heavyweight champion
is not the heavyweight champion. A potential person is not a person. Some
of Chuang-tzu’s skepticism of semantics stems from concerns with the
relativity of modifying expressions like ta ‘large’ and hsiae ‘small’, but
Mohist semantics seems not to have given much attention to either of these
puzzles in nonstandard modification.

The Mohist has, however, another puzzle about extensional medification
that is rather more peculiar to Chinese. Chinese modifiers are not inflected,
and terms may be modified by other terms or by predicates (adjectives).
Standard extensional modification has two varieties because of the masslike
lack of pluralization in Chinese grammar. One of the compounds is like our
own ‘‘white horse’” and the other like our “‘cats 'n’ dogs.’”” The later
Mohist must accordingly produce two different accounts of the *‘stuffs”’
that figure in the different compound terms. The paradigm for the former
was *‘hard-white”” and for the latter *‘ox-horse.”
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compound are plurals: ‘‘woods 'n’ waters,”” *‘brothers 'n’ sisters,’” *‘cats
'n’ dogs.”” By contrast, where English compounds consist of grammati-
cally singular forms of count nouns, such as ‘‘man-wolf,”” we “sum’’ the
meanings or ideas instead of the scopes.

A central question posed in the Neo-Mohist account is whether a mass
sum compound should be regarded as one or two. The question is a live
one in the tradition because of the background model of an ideal language
as one with the names rectified, that is, in a one-to-one relation with things.
The Mohist’s answer, which a more rigid ‘‘rectifying’’ semanticist like
Kung-sun Lung must abhor, is that the mass sum may be regarded as either
one or two—depending on the circumstances.

M1 AHE—, REHT. HEE.

Together or one thing, in the former case one adds name to name, in
the fatter not. Explained by marking off as a group. [Canon IL:11]

1112 Eﬁk%'—'%mu ;:QE{'E_‘J '&%o
(ﬂﬁ)o r‘[;H{'_'JJ %4%%@&0 r'ﬁ%.‘; 'E' r#J !_;%_lo ﬁ
SEE, MEE=. B4E, WEE—. GBS BRI

-_AO)

Things marked off as a group are one #'i [‘mass-substance’]. Explained
by all as individual, being just this [stuff]. [Canon II:12]

“*All as individual,” for example, ‘‘ox-horse has four feet.”” **Being

" just this,”” it maps onto ox-horse. If you count oxen and count horses,

then ox-horse is two. If you count ox-horse, then ox-horse is one. (For

example, counting the fingers. The fingers are five but the five are one.)
[Explanation II:12]

The first kind of chien is discussed in terms of the assertability of the
stock term -for mass-sum compounding, niu-ma 5 ‘oXx-horse’ . The
Mohist's way of putting the question is to ask whether or not the sentence
“*ox-horse non-o0x’" is assertable. To understand the Mohist approach we
must think not only of ox and korse and even ox-horse as mass terms, but
we must think of non-ox as a mass term.

1167 Re[FHo 4Bl oF, RER.
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There are the same grounds for treating ““ox-horse non-ox”’ as either
inadmissible or as admissible. Explained by: chien [‘compounding’].
{Canon IT1:67]

If, when part is non-o0x, *‘is non-0x’’ js admissible. Then, since part is
ox though part is not, *‘is ox”* is also admissible. Therefore, if we say
“*Ox-horse is non-ox’ is inadmissible’” and ‘' ‘Ox-horse is ox’ is
admissible’” then we treat [it] as partially admissible and partially
inadmissible. And it is, further, inadmissible to say ** ‘Ox-horse is ox’ is
inadmissible.’” Moreover, ox is not two; horse is not two, yet ox-horse is
two, thus ox is not non-ox, horse is not non-horse yet there is no
difficulty with ‘‘ox-horse is non-ox-nen-horse.’’ |Explanation II:67]%

The Mohist analysis treats the term ox-horse as we would treat *‘oxen

‘n’ horses” or ‘‘ox-stuff-horse-stuff.”’ Ox-horse names the sum of the
stuffs “‘named’’ by the terms ox and horse. The various allowable
conclusions—some of ox-horse is not ox; some is ox; some is not horse;
some is horse; ox-horse is non-ox-non-horse—all confirm that ox-horse is
taken as a sum.?® The observation that ox-horse is two while ox is one and
horse is one reminds us of the £'i-chien formula—*‘like one in two.”’ The
£i are natural kinds, denotations of noncomplex terms, taken as units
(mass stuffs). The chien, the thing named by a compound name, is the sum
of the #'i named by the components of the compound.

There are two important keys to the white-horse dialogue in this
canon.

1. The central semantic property used for analysis is *‘acceptability’’

or ‘‘assertability’” (k'o). This pragmatic property can do much of
the work of semantic truth, but it is clearly not equivalent to
“true.”’ 1t has some of the character of ‘‘logically possible’”’ —no
contradictory phrases are jointly assertable. In the ox-horse canon,
it appears to mean something like ‘‘semantically possible’’; that is,
we ¢an give a reading to or understand a sentence called *‘admissi-
ble.”” There could concetvably be situations in which it would be
appropriate to utter it.

. The reading we give to the sentence ‘‘ox-horse non-ox’’ is that

some of it (ox-horse) is non-ox {the horse part), Accordingly, this
reading even makes the sentence ‘‘ox-horse is (non-ox)-(non-
horse)’" assertable. (The grouping is necessary to see that the
predicate is not an expansion of ‘‘is non-(ox-horse).”’ **Ox-horse
non-(ox-horse),” on the model of *‘ox non-ox,”” would presuma-
bly not be assertable.)
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The Mohists, as we have noted in chapter 4 (p. 106), abjure strict
one-name-one-thing-ism. And the classification of t’i and chien is relative.
Thus, in another context (Canon I1:12) the Mohists say that ox-horse can
be regarded as one. In talking about the mass sum compounding structure
they claim that ox-horse is two. This abandonment of the rectification of
names ideal for languages is apparently what distinguishes the Neo-’
Mohists” semantic program from that of Kung-sun Lung. The Mohists
have no objection to saying that for certain purposes, we may regard
ox-horse as one—as the stuff named by that compound name-—and as
two-—making ‘‘ox-horse non-ox’’ an admissible (k" ¢) sentence.

Thus, even though ‘‘ox-horse” can be regarded as a name, and the
thing it names as a mass-kind which may be taken as an individual, there is
an important sense in which it is two 7'is. The concept of ' appears to be a
way of dividing ‘‘stuffs’ corresponding roughly to the ‘‘natural’’
distinctions—those embodied in language as single characters. There is
nothing wrong with coining compound terms to demarcate stuff in collec-
tions other than those conventionally recognized, but the stuff so named is
still, in a deeper sense, dual. This basic sense of the duality of chien
compounds appears to motivate a Mohist claim that the chien is *‘separa-
ble.”’ It has real parts. So a chien, even if regarded as an individual, is still
ontologically complex.

This interpretation is consistent with what appears to be the Mohist's
moderate view on conventionality (see chap. 4, p. 106). People may
intelligibly (acceptably) coin new names that divide things in the world in
slightly different ways. The existing divisions in the language, however,
are roughly those in *‘reality.’” It might be that the word (sound and
symbol) used for “*ox’’ is conventionally arrived at, but the r’i, the kind of
thing, is a natural portion of the world which our conventional names pick
out. The portioning of reality, in other words, is antecedent to the naming.
Names ‘‘recognize™ but do not create the different stuffs that make up
reality. '

Hard and White

The Canons dealing with hard-white form the other side of the Mohist
semantic program for analyzing dual or compound names. The compo-
nents of hard-white compounds are concrete but noncorporeal. Hard and
white, that is, are distinguished from, say, ox and horse, not because of
how they segment in reality, but because the segments can interpenetrate.
Hard stuff and white stuff thus behave differently from ¢ stuffs. Two
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bodies (corporeal stuffs) cannot occupy the same space at the same time.
Hard and white can. This ontological difference gives rise to a semantic
difference. The compound name for the interpenetrating stuffs-does not
name the sum (union) of the stuffs, but names their product (intersection)—the
area of interpenetration.

The discussion of hard-white is one of the more thoroughly studied
arguments in the Neo-Mohist Canon {especially by Luan Tiao-fu and A. C.
Graham).*® One of the cornerstones of all the studies is the assumption that
the Neo-Mohists and Kung-sun Lung had different theories of how to treat
" hard-white. That dispute was conched in an argument about the **separabili-

ty”’ of hard-white.>! ' '

Briefly, the Mohist position is that, unlike ox-horse, which, being a
chien consisting of ¢'f, is two and therefore separable, hard-white ought to
be regarded as an inseparable compound. This ontological point could be
expressed semantically by saying that, by contrast with ox-horse, “‘hard-
white not hard™ is not assertable. The spatial metaphor used to illustrate
the essential unity of hard-white is ‘‘wherever you go [in the compound
mass] you get two’’ (Canon 1:65). To make a paralle]l metaphor, one could
say that with ox-horse, you could *“‘go"’ to certain parts of the compound
mass and ‘“find”’ non-ox; at other parts you could **find’” non-horse. There ‘
is no place where the two are inseparably together, that is, no mass product
(the intersection of the sets is empty).

Let s now turn to those sections of the Neo-Mohist Canon dealing
with hard and white. They are also relevant to the understanding of ¢4,
First some definitions:

165 &, BEARH.
(B o HERET. RREFENIE .

To fill cut is to be nowhere absent. [Canon 1:65]

What does not fill anything is dimensionless; along a measurement,
wherever you go you find two. [Explanation I:65]

I 66 EE[H, AfHAH.
(), BETEE., HEIERMEH,

Chien pai [as hard to white:mutually pervasive] is not excluding each
other. [Canon 1:66]

Different positions do not fill each other. Not being each other is
excluding each other. [Explanation [:66]
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T 67 #, FH5d, :
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Ying [‘touching:coinciding’] is occupying each other. [Cancn 1:67]

Of measured feet, neither wholly exhausts the other, Of starting
points, each wholly exhausts the other. Of the measured foot and the
starting point, one is wholly exhausted and the other is not. The
coincidings of hard-white wholly exhaust each other. 77 [‘units’] do not
wholly exhaust each other. [Explanation [:67] ‘

Explanation 1:67 entails that the *‘stuff’” named by *‘hard-white’’ is
not made up of '/, T"i are masses which, in combination (chien), do not
““wholly exhaust’” or interpenetrate— while hard and white do. Hard and
white are still viewed as located and extended in space (thus concrete rather
than abstract) but they are not corporeal in the sense that they can (unlike
r'i) occupy the same space, that is, interpenetrate.

I 46 17, Rt
(18). RiE : ez, HEdkdir, BHEAHE

Sun [‘reduction’] is partial removal, [Canon L:46]

The partial is a i [“unit’] of a ck’ien [*compound’ or *sum’]. Of its ¢’
(units) some are removed some remain. Call the remainder reduced.
[Explanation 1:46]

Notice that **reducing’’ can only involve #'i. Reducing, accordingly,
is not an abstraction operation—not, that is, a mental ‘‘taking away,’’ say,
of properties, or characteristics. The notion described here is more akin to
physical ‘‘breaking off.”’ (Similarly, the inseparability of hard-white is not
a mental inseparability but a physical coinciding so that any part contains
both.*2 A chien which is made up of £ can be separated— taking one away
(ox) and leaving the other (horse). But in, for example, a rock, anything
you physically take away removes both the hard and the white.

Thus, in spite of the occasional appropriateness of regarding ox-horse
as the single mass named by the compound ‘‘ox-horse,’” it is two in a sense
that justifies distinguishing compounds as separable and inseparable.
Ox-horse is a chien (mass sum) made of ¢is (unit stuffs). There is no mass
product of ox-horse—which scems to be the point of the Neo-Mohist's
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claim that ox and horse do not “‘exhaust’’ or *“‘occupy’’ each other. They
do not, that is, interpenetrate (Canon [:67).

The stuff named by kard-white, by contrast, is both white throughout
and hard throughout. The two shiks (stuffs) are viewed as interpenetrating
to form a compound stuff—but in this case, a mass product. That mass
which is the intersection of hard-stuff and white-stuff is what is named by
the term hard-white.

These contrasting accounts of the semantic effects of compounding
count as an example of a danger the Neo-Mohists frequently warn
against—the danger of assuming that compounding names will always
have consistent consequences. Such a rigid view of language would *‘lead
one astray.’’3? .

The Neo-Mohist semantics seems based on an ontology of stuffs. The
ontological substances are all of the same logical type, as contrasted with a
substance-attribute ontology or an individual-property ontology. The key
clements in the Neo-Mohist ontology are:

1. T'i: The fundamental constituent. T’/ resembles substances (in the
commonsense meaning of the term as opposed to the Aristotelian
sense). T°i are the stuff-kinds of which the world is made. They are
corporeal, natural (as opposed to linguistic, social, or convention-
al), and concrete. Any part of a ¢'i is a 'i down to the “‘starting
point”’ (Canons II:7, I:2). Any sum of parts of a r'{ is a £/ ranging
up to the natural kind itself taken as a mereological whole or unit.

2. Chien. These are compounds of #'{ that are ontologically complex.
They may, however, be regarded as one. The #'i in chien exclude
each other and are separate in an elementary physical sense.

3. Noncorporeal stuffs that have no specific name: Hard and white are
the stock examples. They are however, concrete in the sense that
they have a spatiotemporal location.

4. Compounds of (3): These are mass products in which the stuffs
interpenetrate. These are also ontologically complex, but not
separable. The (3) and (4} should be relative in the same way the
f'i-chien relation is; hard-white may be a unit in, for instance,
hard-white-cold-damp. Are the unnamed (3) and (4) prelinguistic
natural kinds as £/ are? We have no hint. However, these noncorporeal
stuffs seem dependent in a way on ¢'i with which they interpene-
trate, or whose space they fill. Intuitively, the pattern of distribu-
tion of, say, white depends on the shape, location, and so on of
¢ i—stones, horses, or whatever.>*
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The ox-horse and hard-white semantic doctrines in the Neo-Mohist
Canon continue to reflect a ‘‘mass-stuff’’ background ontology. The
passages are more intelligible when the ordinary nouns and adjectives used
in them are interpreted as singular names of stuffs, as names (individual
constants) with scattered, aggregate objects (shikj either corporeal or
noncorporeal, as the referents.

- The White-Horse Paradox

Kung-sun Lung initiates his dialogue with the question, *‘Is [the sentence]
pai ma fei ma [AEHE ‘white-horse not horse’ ¥'o 7] ‘assertable’?"’
The question is followed by the answer that it is. The dialogue then goes on
to a series of objections and answers to the paradoxical thesis. We identify
the objector as an opponent from either a commonsense or Neo-Mohist
point of view and the answerer as Kung-sun Lung (given the independent
evidence that Kung-sun Lung did advocate the position). I will follow
Graham®® in marking the answers and objections by S for sophist and O for
objector respectively.

The interpretive theory for the text is that Kung-sun Lung, committed
to the rigid principle of rectification of names, objected to the two different
semantic accounts of modification given by the Neo-Mohists. The sophist
states his objection in a logical form, which indicates that he is more
inclined to accept the ox-horse than the hard-white analysis of compound-
‘ing. His choice of one term from each paradigm signals that he advocates a
single, strict semantic model of compounding. The model he prefers is the
“‘separable’’ one—the ox-horse (mass sum) semantics for compounds.
The mass sum model preserves the relation of name and thing in 2 way the
mass product model does not. His reported advocacy of separating hard
and white is most plausibly his attempt to treat hard-white on the ox-horse
model. This interpretation thus explicates the traditional view that Kung-sun
Lung was separating white from horse as he was separating hard from
white, and also his own reported claim that he was defending a Confucian
doctrine—the one-name-one-thing rule of rectification of names. The
issue between the Neo-Mohist semantic program and Kung-sun Lung’s
centers on what is the proper account of the scope, the extension, of
compound names.

The motivation for Kung-sun Lung’s approach is that compound
terms should be explained in ways which do not violate the strict naming
relation. If a name has two component terms, the compound name should





