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LANGUAGE AND ONTOLOGY IN EARLY CHINESE
THOUGHT

Chris Fraser
Department of Philosophy, Chinese University of Hong Kong

1. Introduction

In Language and Logic in Ancient China (1983), Chad Hansen proposes that the se-
mantics of Classical Chinese nouns is similar to that of English mass nouns, a view
he calls the “mass noun hypothesis.” He contends that this hypothesis helps to ex-
plain why ancient Chinese theories of language are nominalist. Mass nouns, he sug-
gests, are most naturally interpreted as denoting mereological wholes, a construal
that intuitively tends to motivate a nominalist theory of language. Hansen’s views
have incited much controversy among scholars of early Chinese thought. They raise
important questions concerning interpretive methodology, because as he expounds
them, they represent an attempt to justify interpretive hypotheses by appeal not to
the content of the texts under study, but to grammatical features of the language
used by their writers.

In this article, I review critical responses to Hansen and present a new critique of
my own. Following Robins (2000), I contend that, given crucial qualifications, most
instances of Classical Chinese nouns indeed function as mass nouns. Thus one
premise in Hansen’s argument from mass nouns is justified. However, contrary to
his claims, this point provides no reason to accept his interpretive hypotheses. It
does not support the claim that Chinese thinkers regarded the extensions of general
terms as mereological wholes, nor does it explain why Chinese semantic theories
take nominalism for granted. Hence Hansen’s interpretive argument from the perva-
siveness of mass nouns in Classical Chinese is unsound: even if correct, his observa-
tions about the Chinese language do not support his interpretive conclusions about
early Chinese semantic and ontological theories. Moreover, as | will show, pre-Qin
philosophers of language in fact did not appeal to part-whole relations to explain the
use of general terms. Thus as an instance of a language-to-thought argument—one
from features of a thinker’s language to interpretive conclusions about the content of
his thought—Hansen’s argument fails. This failure raises doubts about the justifica-
tory power of such arguments in general, which | explore in my conclusion.

After presenting this critique of Hansen'’s views, | consider textual evidence for
his hypothesis that early Chinese thinkers employ a mereological ontology. | con-
clude that the hypothesis is highly plausible. The grounds for it are limited and
mostly confined to Mohist and Daoist texts, and the exact extent and nature of Chi-
nese mereological views are unclear. But at least some pre-Qin philosophers do
seem to have conceived of the relation between individual things and the collections
to which they belong as a part-whole relation, rather than a member-set relation.
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Section 2 summarizes the two-core interpretive hypotheses that Hansen presents
in chapter 2 of Language and Logic and distinguishes them from two distinct, less
plausible claims with which they are run together. The next two sections lay the
groundwork for my subsequent arguments by explaining the distinction between
word class and word function (section 3) and clarifying key features of mass nouns
and their semantics (section 4). Section 5 presents and evaluates Hansen’s argument
from mass nouns, concluding that it is unsound. Sections 6 and 7 review critical
responses to Hansen, attempting to clear up several misunderstandings and clarify
where his critics were on the mark and where not. Section 7 also briefly rebuts
two competing accounts of the nature of Classical Chinese nouns. Section 8 sum-
marizes the Mohists’ and Xunzi’s accounts of the relation between things and the
kinds to which they belong, showing that the considerations Hansen cites in fact
play no role in their theories. Section 9 reviews textual evidence for attributing mer-
eological views to early Chinese thinkers, concluding that the evidence is limited but
credible.

2. Hansen'’s Interpretive Hypotheses

In chapter 2 of Language and Logic in Ancient China, Hansen proposes two interpre-
tive hypotheses about the early Chinese view of language and the world (pp. 30-32,
53):

1. The mereological worldview. Early Chinese thinkers implicitly accepted a mereologi-
cal ontology,’ on which collections of things are regarded as wholes of which the
things that constitute the collection are parts. For instance, instead of thinking of all
the horses in the world as elements of the set or class of horses, ancient Chinese phi-
losophers thought of them as spatially scattered parts of the concrete whole that is the
sum of all horses.

2. Behavioral nominalism. Early Chinese philosophy of language is nominalistic, in that it
is not committed to recognizing any entities other than words, or “names” (ming %),
and the things that form their extensions. It does not appeal to universals, essences,
concepts, meanings, Lockean ideas, or Platonic forms to explain the semantics of gen-
eral terms or the relation between a particular thing and its kind. Early Chinese views
of the mind are “behavioral” in that they explain thought and understanding by ap-
peal to the ability to discriminate things and act in appropriate ways. Understanding
a word (such as “horse”) is not a matter of having a certain abstract object in one’s
mind, but of having the practical ability to distinguish the things denoted by the word.

Both of these hypotheses are highly plausible. The proposal that pre-Qin philos-
ophers applied a mereological ontology is an important, credible interpretive hy-
pothesis for which, as | will argue, there is solid, though limited, textual evidence.
Some version of behavioral nominalism is overwhelmingly likely to be a correct in-
terpretation of ancient Chinese philosophy of language, as | have argued elsewhere
(1999, 2002, 2005). I will review some of the grounds for this contention in section
8. Along the way, | will explain why the statement of it given above is incomplete,
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requiring an account of the features by which things count as “similar” and thus as
part of the extension of the same general term.2

In presenting these hypotheses, Hansen (1983) combines them with the follow-
ing claims, from which they are in fact conceptually distinct:

1’. The stuff ontology. On the mereological worldview, the world is regarded as an aggre-
gate of overlapping and interpenetrating “mass stuffs.” (p. 32)

2'. The singular term claim. Ancient Chinese behavioral nominalism regards terms for
kinds of things, such as “water” and “horse,” roughly as singular terms (p. 35).3 A
term such as “horse” is regarded as the name of the discontinuous totality of the stuff
“horse” (pp. 35-37). The word “horse” is correctly used of individual horses because
in a sense it is their proper name: they are parts of the whole named “horse.”

Both of these claims are mistaken. The first wrongly assumes that only things that
are unstructured masses, such as liquids, can stand in part-whole relations. Hansen
describes the mereological worldview in this way because he attributes it to Chinese
thinkers partly on the basis of the prevalence of mass nouns in Classical Chinese.
Some paradigm mass nouns, such as “water,” “metal,” and “mud,” do refer to
“mass stuffs.” But in general, using a mass noun to refer to something does not entail
conceiving of it as an unstructured mass or stuff. (“Luggage,” for instance, does not
refer to unstructured stuff. | will clarify this point further in section 4.) Nor does treat-
ing collections of things as mereological wholes entail regarding them as masses.
The wholes constituted by all the footwear in my closet and all the books on my
shelf are not “overlapping and interpenetrating mass stuffs.”

The second point is inspired by the grammar of mass nouns, by the fact that the
Classical Chinese word for “word,” ming 4, literally means “name,” and by the
mereological worldview. Hansen suggests that “mass nouns ... play the same role
in sentences that proper nouns do” (p. 35). This is false, of course, as he himself
points out (p. 35). Unlike proper nouns, mass nouns can be modified, can refer to
more than one thing, and can be used to form predicates. Presumably, what Hansen
has in mind is that, like proper nouns, English mass nouns can stand alone as the
subject of a sentence, without requiring an article or pluralization. Moreover, in
Classical Chinese, both proper nouns and common nouns are referred to as “names”
(ming 4). Hence, Hansen contends, if we ask what ma }& “horse” is the name of, in
ancient Chinese thought the natural answer was that it is the name of “horse-stuff,” a
concrete mereological whole scattered in space-time (p. 35). Accordingly, for Chi-
nese thinkers the one-many problem does not arise. They do not need to explain
the relation between a thing and the kind it belongs to, by which one and the same
word denotes the many instances of a kind. For according to this view, words stand
in a one-to-one relation with wholes, of which particular bits, such as individual
horses, are parts (p. 36). There are no questions to raise about the relation between
particular things and the kinds to which they belong, because there are no kinds.
There are only vast, spatiotemporally discontinuous individuals, such as “horse-
stuff,” all of which bears the name “horse.” Learning to use a word is not a matter of
learning how to identify the kind of thing denoted by that word, but of learning how
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to reidentify (parts of) the bearer of a proper name. There is thus no motivation
for Platonic realism or Lockean conceptualism, both of which were developed as
responses to the one-many problem.

This “singular term” view of the semantics of common nouns is deeply
implausible—so much so that no reasonably competent thinker is likely to have
held it. To do so, a thinker would need to overlook the fundamental functional differ-
ences between proper nouns and general terms. He would have no concept of a
kind, as distinct from an individual, and would be unable to explain how we are
able to say that the black horse before us is a different horse from the white one we
saw yesterday. In any case, we have compelling reasons to reject this view as an in-
terpretation of early Chinese thought. As section 8 will explain, the later Mohists
explicitly distinguish general terms for lei #& (kinds), such as ma & (horse), from
what they call si ming .4 (personal names, proper nouns), such as “Jack,” which
are singular terms referring to a single individual. The proposal that early thinkers
regarded kind terms such as ma (horse) as akin to singular terms cannot explain
why the Mohists would draw this distinction. The only reasonable explanation is
that they recognize that ma (horse) typically functions as a general term.*

Hypotheses 1 and 2 are seminal contributions to the study of ancient Chinese
thought, but they must be distinguished from hypotheses 1’ and 2’, which are false.
Unfortunately, the arguments Hansen gives in his initial presentation of hypotheses 1
and 2 are unsound (1983, pp. 30-54). He has other evidence, collected mainly in
chapters 4 and 5 of his study (1983), that is more convincing. In section 5, | will
review and critique his initial arguments, before moving on in sections 8 and 9 to
explore some of the other, more compelling evidence for the hypotheses.

3. Word Class and Word Function

Much confusion has surrounded Hansen’s argument from mass nouns because of a
widespread failure to mark the crucial distinction between word class and word
function. As a result, scholars have devoted much energy to discussing whether
“Classical Chinese nouns” are mass nouns or count nouns, without realizing that
the question is ill formed.

The distinction is important because paradigmatic count nouns are commonly
used as mass nouns and vice versa. To borrow an example from Quine (1960), the
English word “apple” is typically used as a count noun, but it can also be used as a
mass noun, as when we say, “Put some apple in the salad.” “Coffee” is typically a
mass noun, but we can say to a restaurant waiter, “Three coffees, please.” Such
examples show that the mass/count distinction is generally not usefully applied at
the level of the word class, or general category of word, such as “noun” or “verb.”
Few nouns can be classified as strictly mass or count nouns at the level of the word
class. Rather, the distinction usually holds at the level of word function, the gram-
matical role a word plays in a particular sentence. Given the class/function distinc-
tion, we can say that though “apple” typically functions as a count noun, it functions
as a mass noun in the salad example, and the converse for “coffee.” Another way of
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making the point is to distinguish word type from word occurrence. A word type is a
word as identified generally, apart from its use in any particular context: “apple” is a
word type. A word occurrence is a particular instance of a word in a particular sen-
tence: “apple” in the sentence “Put some apple in the salad” is one occurrence of
the word type “apple.”> As a word type, “apple” may not be strictly classifiable as
either a count or a mass noun. But particular occurrences of words can be so classi-
fied: the occurrence of “apple” in the salad example is a mass noun.

Among early responses to Hansen’s work, only one, Boltz (1985), recognized
the word-class/function distinction (p. 312), plausibly suggesting that at the level of
word class, Classical Chinese nouns should be considered neutral with respect to the
count/mass dichotomy (p. 310). Boltz was responding to Hansen’s suggestion that
Classical Chinese nouns “seemed like hybrids” between count and mass nouns,
since “they functioned as basic term expressions” but could take numerals (1983,
p. 33). There is, of course, no such thing as a “hybrid” count/mass noun. (Presum-
ably, this would be one whose occurrences functioned simultaneously as both count
and mass nouns.) What Hansen was noticing, and Boltz made explicit, was that at
the level of word class or word type, Chinese nouns generally cannot be classified as
count or mass nouns, because in particular contexts they can function as either. The
noun ren A “people” in ren neng hong dao, fei dao hong ren A\&E5LIE » JEIERAN
(People can broaden the way, it’s not that the way broadens people) functions as a
mass noun. But the same noun in san ren xing bi you wo shi yan = A1, 5 EE
(Among three people walking, there is surely one who can serve as my teacher)
functions as a count noun.

As Robins’s (2000) detailed study shows, most or all Classical Chinese nouns
can function as mass nouns, and probably the majority of occurrences of Classical
Chinese nouns do in fact function as mass nouns. At the same time, many Classical
Chinese nouns can and regularly do function as count nouns. So one could justifi-
ably say that “Classical Chinese nouns are mass nouns,” insofar as many or most of
them are frequently used as mass nouns. But it is a mistake to think that they there-
fore are not count nouns, since many of them are also routinely used as count nouns.
And in fact neither of these points has much relevance to classical Chinese ontology
and semantic theory, as | will explain in section 5. To pave the way for that explana-
tion, let me first clarify the criteria by which particular occurrences of nouns should
be distinguished as count or mass nouns.

4. What Is a Mass Noun?

The count/mass noun distinction can be conceived of in at least three ways, corre-
sponding to three types of distinctions associated with count and mass nouns. Two
of these have consequences for semantics, or how we conceive of the referents of a
noun. One does not. So which of the three we take to be the hallmark of the count/
mass noun distinction will partly determine what consequences, if any, that distinc-
tion has for semantics. Here | will briefly explain the three distinctions and argue that
only one of them—that between instances of nouns that do or do not divide their
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reference—reliably marks the difference between count and mass nouns. As | will
show, this distinction has no consequences at all for how we construe the referents
of mass nouns. Therefore, the fact that most occurrences of Classical Chinese nouns
are mass nouns tells us nothing about how classical Chinese philosophers thought
about the world.

My account of the distinction between count and mass nouns will follow Dan
Robins’s closely, and this entire section borrows extensively from his article (2000,
pp. 148-154).

We generally tend to think of the count/mass noun distinction as the differ-
ence between construing the reference of a noun as one or more distinct individ-
ual items, such as tables or shoes, and construing it as an undivided mass or heap,
such as water or flour. One way of articulating this distinction more precisely is by
saying, in Quine’s terminology (1960, pp. 90-95), that in the first case, but not the
second, the noun divides its reference into individual items. Contexts in which En-
glish nouns divide their reference, and thus function as count nouns, include when
they are pluralized and when they are used with an indefinite article, a numeral, or a
quantifier such as “each” or “every.” To understand a sentence in which a noun
with divided reference occurs, such as “Each table was covered with books,” we
must know how to divide and count the things it refers to, in this case tables and
books. When we do so, we appeal (usually implicitly) to what we can call a princi-
ple of individuation associated with that noun.® This is a principle that stipulates—or
would stipulate, if we formulated it explicitly—for some noun “x,” what counts as
one x. To understand a sentence in which a noun does not divide its reference, we
need not appeal to such a principle.

Any context in which a noun divides its reference invokes a principle of individ-
uation, and in applying such a principle to understand a noun, we thereby treat it as
a count noun, which refers to one or more individual items. Paradigm English count
nouns, such as “table,” divide their reference in most or all contexts, and thus occur-
rences of these nouns typically invoke a principle of individuation. But a noun can
be associated with a principle of individuation without every occurrence of the noun
invoking the principle. Consider “sound.” To understand the statement “They heard
a strange sound coming from the next room,” we must grasp what it is for something
to count as one sound and thus must know how to apply a principle of individuation
for sounds. But to understand “Sound travels at 1,100 feet per second,” we do not
need to know what counts as a single sound. In the first context, “sound” divides its
reference into individual sounds and functions as a count noun, but in the second, it
does not divide its reference, and it functions as a mass noun. Hence, the question of
whether a noun is associated with a principle of individuation (as “sound” is) is dis-
tinct from that of whether a particular occurrence of the noun divides its reference
(in the first example, “sound” does, but in the second, it does not).

That the two questions are distinct also becomes clear when we recognize that
many paradigm mass nouns, such as “water,” are in fact associated with principles
of individuation, though these are invoked only rarely. Most occurrences of “water”
are mass nouns; they do not divide their reference, and no principle of individuation

Chris Fraser

425



426

is needed to understand them. Nevertheless, we can speak of “three waters,” refer-
ring, for example, to three varieties or three servings of bottled water, to cite just two
possible principles of individuation.

These examples show that the count/mass noun distinction does not coin-
cide with the distinction between nouns that are or are not associated with a princi-
ple of individuation. From section 3, this is what we should expect, since principles
of individuation are associated with nouns at the level of the word type, and the
count/mass noun distinction is usually operative at the level of the word occurrence.
Occurrences of nouns that are associated with a principle of individuation can
sometimes function as mass nouns, while nouns whose occurrences typically func-
tion as mass nouns may nevertheless be associated with a principle of individua-
tion.” Association with a principle of individuation at the level of the word type is
thus a necessary but not sufficient condition for an occurrence of a noun to function
as a count noun. What corresponds to the count/mass noun distinction is the distinc-
tion between whether or not a particular occurrence of a noun invokes a principle of
individuation—that is, whether or not we must apply such a principle in order to un-
derstand the sentence in which the noun appears. But that distinction is just the dis-
tinction between occurrences of nouns that do or do not divide their reference. A
principle of individuation is simply a guideline we follow in determining how a
noun divides its reference. So of these two potential criteria for marking the count/
mass noun distinction, it is divided reference, not association with a principle of
individuation, that captures the distinction.

Many people’s intuitions about mass nouns are driven by thinking about nouns
that refer to unstructured stuffs, such as “water” or “flour.” Such nouns pick out their
referents solely on the basis of the kind of substance they are made of. In this respect,
they contrast with paradigm count nouns, such as “table,” which pick out their refer-
ents partly or wholly on the basis of other features, such as their structure or function.
Let us refer to any features beyond merely the kind of substance a thing is made of as
formal features. Then, when a noun picks out its referents at least partly on the basis
of their formal features, we can say that the noun is associated with a formal crite-
rion.? Only things that meet the formal criterion qualify as part of the extension of
the noun.

Paradigm count nouns, such as “table” and “shoe,” are associated with formal
criteria. Many paradigm mass nouns, such as “water,” are not—at least not at the
macroscopic level.'0 Intuitively, this absence of formal criteria can be thought of as
explaining why these nouns are mass nouns. Since the unstructured substances that
form their extension need meet no formal criteria, these substances do not by them-
selves divide into any sort of regular structural or functional units. The nouns denot-
ing them thus typically do not divide their reference, since in most contexts there is
nothing to divide into.

Given this difference between paradigm count nouns and some paradigm mass
nouns, one might be tempted to propose that the mark of the count/mass noun dis-
tinction is that count nouns, but not mass nouns, are associated with formal criteria.
But this cannot be right, for many mass nouns, too, are associated with formal crite-
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ria. Examples in English include “footwear,” “furniture,” “luggage,” “livestock,” and
“machinery.” None of these nouns is associated with principles of individuation,
and thus none can function as a count noun. In no context can we correctly say
“two luggages” or “three machineries.” But each of these nouns is associated with
a formal criterion. To qualify as luggage or machinery, a thing must have a certain
structure and function, and not merely be made out of a certain substance.

Conversely, there are also nouns that are not associated with formal criteria, but
are associated with principles of individuation. Occurrences of these nouns can
function as mass nouns, or they can divide their reference and function as count
nouns. We saw one example, “apple,” in section 3. A bit of mashed apple can cor-
rectly be referred to as “apple,” using the word as a mass noun. But obviously we
invoke a principle of individuation when we count individual whole apples. Robins
cites the English “onion” and “culture” and Classical Chinese mu 7 (wood, log)
and shui 7k (water) as further examples (p. 153). Like the English noun “water,”
shui can be used as a mass noun to denote any or all water, no matter what its
form. Thus it invokes no formal criteria. But in Classical Chinese, shui can be
counted: er shui —7k (two rivers, two floods, two flows of water). Association with
a formal criterion, then, is neither necessary nor sufficient for a noun to function as a
count noun.™!

We have examined three possible ways of drawing the count/mass noun distinc-
tion and found that only one of them—the distinction between particular occur-
rences of nouns that do or do not divide their reference—provides a necessary and
sufficient condition for distinguishing count from mass nouns. This condition is ap-
plicable only at the level of the word occurrence, not the word type. As Robins
explains (p. 154), in English there may nevertheless be reasons to classify some
words as count nouns or mass nouns at the level of the word type. For example,
there may be some nouns all of whose occurrences divide their reference, or there
may be nouns whose different functions in the same syntactic context are best
explained by classifying them as count nouns or mass nouns.'? By contrast, he
argues, neither of these reasons holds for Classical Chinese nouns. All Classical Chi-
nese nouns can function as mass nouns in some contexts, and there are no contexts
in which one class of Classical Chinese nouns invariably functions as count nouns
and another as mass nouns (p. 154). Robins argues (pp. 170ff.) that in “neutral” syn-
tactic contexts—those in which no syntactic features force the noun to function as
either a count noun or a mass noun'3—most Classical Chinese nouns function as
mass nouns. As any reader of the language will be aware, neutral contexts are far
more frequent in Classical Chinese than contexts that force individuation, causing
nouns to divide their reference. Hence, most occurrences of nouns in Classical Chi-
nese function as mass nouns.

Robins’s work shows that a paradigm Classical Chinese noun corresponding to a
paradigm English count noun functions very differently from its English counterpart
(p. 155). Consider the Classical Chinese noun ma f&, corresponding to the English
noun “horse,” typically used as a count noun. The Chinese noun can function as a
count noun or as a mass noun, depending on its context (as can the English “noise”);
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it is associated with a principle of individuation, and so when functioning as a count
noun divides its reference into distinct, countable individual units (as does the En-
glish “apple”);* and it is associated with a formal criterion, so even when function-
ing as a mass noun it refers only to things that have a certain sort of structure or func-
tion (as does the English “luggage”). The principle of individuation explains why ma
can directly take numerals, and the formal criterion explains why a single horse leg
does not count as ma.'>

The association of principles of individuation and formal criteria with such
nouns plays an important role in determining their semantics, or how we construe
their referents. As we have seen, the count/mass-noun distinction coincides with
the distinction between whether or not a particular occurrence of a noun divides its
reference, and not with whether or not a noun is associated with a principle of indi-
viduation or a formal criterion. But it is the latter two features, not the count/mass
distinction, that affect how we think of the referent of a noun—whether or not we
think of it as naturally dividing into countable units, or having a certain sort of struc-
ture, or being an unstructured mass. Nouns functioning as mass nouns may be asso-
ciated with a principle of individuation, a formal criterion, both, or neither. In other
words, the mere fact that a noun functions as a mass noun has no consequences
whatsoever for how we conceive of the thing referred to by that noun. Using a
mass noun to refer to something does not commit us to conceiving of that thing as
an unstructured mass or as something that in itself does not divide naturally into
countable units (cf. Robins 2000, p. 174). Hence even if most noun occurrences in
Classical Chinese function as mass nouns, this does not entail that ancient Chinese
thinkers regarded people, horses, and medium-sized dry goods as unstructured,
unindividuated “mass stuffs” like water and flour. Indeed, it entails nothing at all
about their ontological views.®

5. The Mass Noun Argument

In this section, | will reconstruct and critique Hansen’s argument from the preva-
lence of mass nouns in Classical Chinese to hypotheses 1 and 2, the mereological
worldview and behavioral nominalism (1983, pp. 30-37). Strictly speaking, Han-
sen’s account is not an argument so much as a hypothetical explanation of how
early Chinese thinkers could have been led to hold these views. Primarily, it is not
an attempt to prove that they held them, but to explain why it would have been nat-
ural for them to do so, and thereby to strengthen the case for an interpretation that
attributes these views to them.'” However, like many causal explanations, this ex-
planation is formally symmetrical to an argument, and Hansen does refer to it as
“the first step” and “the initial phase” of his overall argument for hypotheses 1 and
2 (pp- 39, 54). So | will present and discuss it in premises-conclusion form and refer
to it alternatively as the “argument from mass nouns” or “the mass noun argument.”
Instead of summarizing the argument as Hansen presents it, | will reconstruct it as a
series of discrete claims, attempting to express all of the steps in the argument explic-
itly. I will then evaluate these claims one by one.
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Let me begin by sketching the basic structure of the argument. | suggest that it
comprises eight basic steps, from which Hansen infers the mereological worldview
and behavioral nominalism.

1. Classical Chinese nouns typically function as mass nouns.

2. Mass nouns are naturally interpreted as referring to unstructured, unindividuated
“mass stuffs.”

3. Mass stuffs are naturally thought of as standing in part-whole relations, not
member-set relations.

4. Therefore, by steps 1 through 3, since ancient Chinese thinkers would have
thought of collections of things as aggregates of mass stuffs, they conceived of
such collections as mereological wholes.

5. The extension of a common noun—all instances of the kind of thing it denotes—
can be thought of as a collection of things. Therefore, by step 4, ancient Chinese
thinkers thought of the extensions of common nouns as mereological wholes.

6. Therefore they regarded the instance-kind relation as a part-whole relation.

7. Therefore they found it natural to think of common nouns as singular terms that
name wholes, of which all the referents of the noun are parts.

8. Therefore they were nominalists.

Steps 1 through 4 form what we can call the mass-noun-to-mereology inference.
They purport to explain, by appeal to features of the Chinese language, why pre-Qin
thinkers regarded collections of things as mereological wholes, and thus to explain
the mereological worldview. Steps 5 through 8 form the mereology-to-nominalism
inference. They purport to explain why pre-Qin thinkers held nominalist semantic
theories.

Overall, there are two main problems with the argument. First, speaking a
language with mostly mass nouns need not incline thinkers to construe things
as unindividuated, unstructured masses, and thus need not incline them to adopt
a part-whole worldview. Specifically, step 2 is false. Thus, the mass-noun-to-
mereology inference collapses, as does the move from step 1 to steps 5 and 6, the
claims that pre-Qin thinkers viewed kinds as mereological wholes and the instance-
kind relation as a part-whole relation. Second, conceiving of collections of things as
mereological wholes need not lead to nominalism. | will argue that step 6 is false
and that the inference from step 6 to step 7 is illegitimate. | have already argued, in
section 2, that step 7 is false, and here | will add further considerations against it. So
the inference from step 7 to step 8 is also unsound.

Now for the details. The eight claims that follow are more detailed versions of
the eight steps above. For clarity, | have given each a title.

1. The mass noun hypothesis. Most instances of common nouns in Classical Chinese
function as mass nouns (Hansen 1983, p. 32). Their syntax is similar to that of
English mass nouns, and we do not need to be able to divide and count the things
they refer to in order to understand the sentences in which they occur.'®
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As we have seen in sections 3 and 4, this claim is probably true.

2. Mass-stuff semantics. Mass nouns are most naturally interpreted semantically as
referring to unstructured, unindividuated masses or stuffs (p. 35), such as liquids
or powders.

As we saw in section 4, this claim is false. We construe the referent of a mass
noun as an unstructured stuff only when that noun is not associated with a formal
criterion. But many mass nouns in both English and Chinese are associated with for-
mal criteria, and thus their referents are naturally thought of as having a distinctive
structure or functional organization. Moreover, many mass nouns are associated
with principles of individuation. The referents of these nouns are construed as natu-
rally dividing into countable individual units.

3. Stuffs are mereological. Instances of an unstructured stuff are more naturally con-
ceived of as parts of wholes than as countable members of sets (p. 35).

I am unsure whether this claim is true. It seems plausible for certain stuffs, such
as water. Against it, though, we can recall that if a noun denoting an unstructured
stuff is associated with a principle of individuation, it might be equally natural for
users of the noun to think of individual units of the stuff as members of a set.

4. Collections are mereological wholes. By premises 1 through 3, ancient Chinese
thinkers would have regarded collections of the things denoted by common
nouns as aggregates of mass stuffs, which they would have conceived of as mer-
eological wholes.

The first half of this claim rests mainly on claims 2 and 3. Since 2 is false and 3 is
questionable, the inference to this claim is unsound, and in the form stated here the
claim is false. Classical Chinese thinkers may have viewed collections as mereolog-
ical wholes, but probably not for the reasons given here.

5. The extensions-as-wholes view. By claim 4, classical Chinese thinkers tended to
treat any collection of things as a mereological whole. The extension of a com-
mon noun—all instances of the kind of thing it denotes—can be regarded as a
collection of things. So ancient Chinese thinkers probably regarded the exten-
sions of common nouns as mereological wholes.

As with claim 4, the inference to this claim is unsound, so the argument gives no
reason to accept it. Yet claim 5 seems plausible in itself, and it is conceptually inde-
pendent of any hypothesis about Classical Chinese nouns and their semantics.
If classical thinkers did regard collections as mereological wholes—for whatever
reason—then it would have been natural for them to treat the extensions of nouns
as mereological wholes. Such a stance is philosophically defensible and involves
no obvious error or confusion.
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6. Wholes instead of kinds. Since, by claim 5, they considered the extensions of
common nouns to be mereological wholes, ancient Chinese theorists would
have found it natural to identify the instance-kind relation with the part-whole re-
lation. That is, they would have regarded the relation between particular things
denoted by a noun “x” and the kind of thing x of which these particulars are
instances as a relation of parts to a whole (Hansen 1983, p. 35). According to
this view, the reason individual instances of x all count as x is that they are parts
of the mereological whole denoted by “x.” Particulars are instances of a kind be-
cause they are parts of the whole that is that kind.

The argument for claims 4 and 5 is unsound, and so the inference to 6 is un-
sound as well. Even if we were to accept all of the preceding steps, however, the
“wholes instead of kinds” view still would not follow, simply because the part-whole
relation and the instance-kind relation are two distinct types of relations, and there is
no indication that Chinese thinkers confused them. The part-whole relation concerns
how things (of any kind) can be combined into collections or totalities. The instance-
kind relation concerns how different particular things can be instances of the same
kind. There is no reason to think that in the case of unstructured masses—or any-
thing else—the second relation can be collapsed into the first. To see this, consider
how we are able to identify the whole comprising all water or the whole comprising
all horses. We can do so only because we are antecedently able to pick out in-
stances of these kinds. If we did not distinguish the instance-kind relation from the
part-whole relation, the only way to learn how to pick out the extension of “water”
or “horse” would be by ostension. We would be unable to recognize new instances
of water or horses as such unless we were explicitly informed that they were parts of
the whole named “water” or “horse.” Since it is physically impossible to learn about
every instance of a thing by ostension, a theory that accepted the “wholes instead of
kinds” view would be unable to explain how we learn to use words such as “water”
or “horse.”

Collapsing the two relations into one thus results in an implausible theory of
language—one so untenable that it should have seemed counterintuitive to philoso-
phers in any milieu. In any case, as | will explain in section 8, later Mohist texts do
distinguish part-whole from instance-kind relations, and both they and the Xunzi
explain the use of general terms—and thus the instance-kind relation—by appeal
to similarity relations, not part-whole relations. There is thus no reason to think
that the “wholes instead of kinds” view played a role in motivating early Chinese
theories of language.

The “wholes instead of kinds” view should be distinguished from the following
interpretive hypothesis, which by contrast is highly plausible.

6’. Kinds as wholes. Without confusing the instance-kind relation with the part-
whole relation, early Chinese thinkers regarded kinds as mereological wholes.
That is, they did not regard kinds as anything over and above the mereological
sum or fusion of the particulars denoted by the term for the kind.
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In commenting on claims 4 and 5, | suggested that early Chinese thinkers might
have treated collections of things and the extensions of common nouns as mereolog-
ical wholes, though not for the reasons given by the argument from mass nouns. If
so, it would be natural for these thinkers to accept the “kinds as wholes” view. In
section 9, | will argue that we have moderately good reasons to believe that the
Mohists, at least, did hold it. Unlike claim 6, the “kinds as wholes” view does not
entail that Chinese thinkers wrongly collapsed the instance-kind relation into the
part-whole relation, nor that they mistakenly appealed to the part-whole relation to
explain the semantics of general terms. Claim 6 is in effect a hypothesis about early
Chinese semantic theory. Hypothesis 6’ is not, and it is unrelated to the question of
whether Classical Chinese nouns are mass nouns. It is merely a hypothesis about
how early Chinese thinkers conceived of collections of things.

Again, if 6" is true, it does not entail that Chinese thinkers regarded everything as
consisting of unstructured “mass stuffs.” Treating the individual-collection relation as
a part-whole relation entails nothing about the nature of the parts in question. They
could be composed of unstructured atomless gunk, or they could be identified
by some principle of individuation or formal criterion. They may be abstract or
concrete.

7. The singular term claim, revisited. By claim 6, early Chinese thinkers probably
regarded kinds as unitary mereological wholes and the instance-kind relation as
a form of part-whole relation. So, in their eyes, terms for kinds of things probably
functioned as singular terms (Hansen 1983, p. 35). They probably found it natural
to think of common nouns for kinds of things, such as “ox” or “horse,” as singular
terms that name mereological wholes, and thus denote all the particular things in
their extension by virtue of those things being parts of the whole.

In section 2, | explained why the singular term claim (labeled “2'" there) is im-
plausible and gave reasons to deny that the Mohists accepted it. So we already have
reasons to believe claim 7 is false. Beyond these, let me add two further considera-
tions. First, our discussion of claim 6 and the distinction we drew between it and hy-
pothesis 6’ show that conceiving of collections of things as mereological wholes
need not entail anything that supports the singular-term view. So the inference from
claim 5 through 6 to 7 is faulty and does not support 7.

Second, the claim that, for ancient Chinese thinkers, nouns for kinds of things
functioned as singular terms might be plausible in contexts in which nouns such as
ma (horse) function as kind terms—contexts in which a noun refers to its entire
extension, understood as a kind of thing, rather than as one or more individual
things.’™ But claim 7 goes on to contend that such kind terms denote particular
instances of a kind by virtue of their being parts of the kind. This claim is ambiguous,
and on the reading needed to support the mass noun argument it is false. One way to
read the claim is that when kind terms function as singular terms, they refer to the
entire kind, including all its instances. This is, of course, true. But if the claim is inter-
preted to be that the kind term functions as a singular term that denotes each in-

Philosophy East & West



stance of the kind considered individually, then it is false. Kind terms refer to the en-
tire kind at once, not to individual instances of the kind one by one. If a noun divides
its reference into individual instances, then it is functioning as a general term, not a
kind term.2°

A consequence of this point is that if early Chinese texts display any awareness
of the phenomenon of divided reference, they thereby display a grasp of the distinc-
tion between individuals and the kinds to which they belong, and thus a grasp of the
difference between general terms and singular terms denoting entire kinds. | suggest
that use of common nouns with numerals or with modifiers such as ge % (each)
or shu % (several) is sufficient to demonstrate an implicit grasp of the distinction be-
tween individuals and kinds. Moreover, probably only an explicit grasp of this
distinction could explain the statement in the later Mohist Xiaoqu /]NEx that “horse
four legs” (FEIH /2 %) refers to “one horse and four legs, not two horses and four
legs” (—EmPYEH - JEREMMIYEW). The latter two instances of ma & (horse)
can only be interpreted as general terms denoting any individual horse. (The in-
stances of zu J& [leg] must be interpreted as general terms as well.) Given that the
text is explicitly clarifying a statement about the kind horse by explaining its conse-
quences with respect to individual horses, it is overwhelmingly likely that the writers
recognize these general terms as such and do not regard them as singular terms
denoting kinds.?!

8. Nominalism, or the absence of “abstraction.” For ancient Chinese thinkers, the
instance-kind relation is explained by part-whole relations and the singular-term
view. Therefore, these thinkers had no need to posit abstract concepts or entities,
such as universals, to explain what different instances of a kind of thing have in
common by which they belong to the same kind and are denoted by the term for
that kind. So they held nominalist views of language (pp. 36-37).

The inference to this claim is unsound, because claims 6 and 7 are both false.
Early Chinese philosophers of language may have held nominalist views, but not
for the reasons given here.

Thus, by Hansen’s reasoning, we arrive at the following pair of conclusions:

C1. The mereological worldview. Classical Chinese nouns are mass nouns (claim 1),
so by claims 2, 3, and 4, pre-Qin thinkers held a mereological worldview.

C2. Behavioral nominalism. Early Chinese thinkers held a mereological world-
view (claim 4), so by claims 5 through 8, they held nominalist views of
language.

| have contended that the argument for the mereological worldview is unsound,
because claim 2 is false and the move from 2 and 3 to claim 4 is illegitimate. The
argument for behavioral nominalism is also unsound, because the argument from
claims 1 through 4 to claim 5 is unsound, and because claims 6 and 7 are false.
The argument from mass nouns thus fails to support either conclusion. The grammar
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and semantics of Classical Chinese nouns do not in themselves provide any reason
to attribute a part-whole ontology to pre-Qin thinkers. Nor does a part-whole ontol-
ogy provide any reason to suppose that these thinkers held nominalist semantic
theories.

Considered very generally, this result should be unsurprising. A characteristic
feature of mass nouns is that they refer cumulatively: any amount of water is still
water. This property of cumulative reference might lead us to suppose that we typi-
cally think of the referents of mass nouns along part-whole lines. But using mass
nouns—even nouns that lack principles of individuation—does not automatically
entail thinking of things on a part-whole model. “Art” and “plastic” are such mass
nouns, but in using them we are not thereby inevitably led to view collections of art-
work or plastic items along part-whole lines. We may do so, but we may also treat
individual instances of these things as countable units that are members of sets. Nei-
ther syntactic structure nor the semantics of these nouns fixes in advance how we
will think about such collections.

Nor does thinking about masses and part-whole relations intuitively lead to
nominalism. Mereology is neutral between nominalism, conceptualism, and Platon-
ism.22 Plato himself was a leading theorist of mereological relations,?3 and at least
one scholar has proposed that Plato’s theory of forms was in fact motivated by con-
siderations involving mass nouns (Smith 1978).24 Obviously Plato and Locke spoke
languages in which they used mass nouns daily, but were not thereby led to em-
brace behavioral nominalism. A philosopher who thinks countable instances of x
are x by virtue of instantiating the abstract property of x-ness will see no problem in
extending this explanation to unstructured stuffs and saying that, for example, in-
stances of water are such by virtue of instantiating “wateriness.” Nor need he see
any problem in holding that the parts of a whole are so by virtue of instantiating
some abstract property that characterizes the whole.

6. Confusion about Abstraction

In this section and the next, | hope to help clear up several misunderstandings
and controversies arising from critical responses to Hansen’s mass noun hypothesis.
Since Hansen’s views sparked a debate that by now has spanned more than two
decades, it seems worthwhile to try to clarify the issues raised by his critics and point
out where their responses were on target and where not.

Several critical responses to Hansen have mistakenly taken the point of his argu-
ment to be that ancient Chinese thought lacks abstract concepts, and thus that Chi-
nese philosophical theories invoke no abstract entities and must be nominalist. One
early critic, Bao Zhiming, took Hansen to be claiming that Classical Chinese gram-
mar shows that “Chinese thought lacks abstract entities such as ideas and concepts,”
and, “because there are no abstract entities, Chinese philosophy is nominalistic”
(1985a, p. 203). Cheng (1983), Fung (1995), and Fang (1997) have also interpreted
Hansen as contending that Chinese thought refers to no abstract notions or entities.
These writers have responded by arguing, undoubtedly correctly, that there are in-
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deed abstract concepts in Chinese philosophy. Obvious examples include de & (vir-
tue) and the names for particular virtues (Cheng 1983, p. 348).

As we have seen, the crux of Hansen’s argument in fact does not concern the
presence or absence in early Chinese thought of abstract concepts, including con-
cepts for abstract entities. Bao misconstrues Hansen'’s claims, as do others who inter-
pret him as contending that ancient Chinese thought lacks abstract concepts. This
confusion is to some extent understandable. Hansen can be criticized for using the
word “abstraction” imprecisely and for muddying the waters by describing his topic
as “does Chinese have abstractions?” (Hansen 1983, p. 37) and his position as a
“denial of abstraction in China” (p. 38). The title of the chapter that presents his
views is “The Mass Noun Hypothesis and Abstraction in Chinese Language and
Thought.” He also alludes briefly to the ill-conceived debate earlier in the twentieth
century over whether Classical Chinese had abstract nouns or could express abstract
concepts (p. 39).2> (As his critics insist, of course it does and can. Besides the exam-
ples just given, consider you & [presence] and wu #& [absence].) Moreover, Han-
sen includes a potentially misleading discussion of whether Chinese nouns and
adjectives should be translated as abstract nouns in English (pp. 40-41). This was
presumably aimed at answering a hypothetical critic who maintained that Chinese
thinkers were committed to Lockean conceptualism or Platonism because words
such as bai |7 (white) refer to the abstract concept or entity whiteness, rather than
simply to all white things. But some readers might have taken the argument to be
that there are no abstract nouns in Chinese.

On the other hand, the first section of the chapter in question indicates explicitly
that by “the abstraction model” Hansen means either “a Platonic scheme’ or the
view that the mind knows or contains “‘meanings’ or intelligible abstract objects”
(pp- 30-31). The discussion of abstraction clearly states that he is arguing “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) entities in any of
the traditionally important ways that Western semantics, epistemology, ontology, or
philosophy of mind had roles for abstractions” (pp. 37-38). After sketching Plato’s
theory of forms and the Cartesian-Empiricist view of meanings as a kind of mental
entity, Hansen says that “my denial of abstraction in China amounts to a denial
that there is any similar interlocking set of philosophical t