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          In a recent essay, Chris Fraser claims that Xunzi has a “purely extensional” theory of terms. This paper challenges that interpretation by pointing to places in the Xunzi that suggest the presence of an implicit notion of intension. Fraser’s evidence is drawn mostly from chapter 22 of the text, while the competing evidence comes from outside that chapter. The presence of such competing evidence raises the question of whether there is a genuine inconsistency in the Xunzi, or whether chapter 22 might be re-interpreted as also incorporating a notion of intension. While I favor the latter view, offering a fully developed interpretation along those lines is beyond the scope of the present essay. Therefore, in the absence of an argument for such a reading, I offer what I call a “compromise” position. Namely, I suggest that the material in chapter 22 is perhaps best understood as not representing the whole of Xunzi’s view of terms, but should instead be regarded as a particular response to abuses of language, and hence that if there is a discrepancy between the views presented in chapter 22 and the rest of the text, that discrepancy need not amount to a contradiction in the text.
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      Chris Fraser’s essay “Language and Logic in the Xunzi,” which was published in the Dao Companion to the Philosophy of Xunzi (2016) that I edited, gives an excellent introduction and overview of the views about language that appear in the Xunzi, with a focus on chapter 22 of the text, “Zhengming” (正名, “Correct Naming”).1 Even so, I disagree with some of the claims that Fraser makes, and so on this occasion I want to defend a different interpretation of the Xunzi. At the end, I will suggest that we should understand the views presented in the “Zhengming” chapter in a more restricted way than they are commonly understood.

      In particular, one of Fraser’s more striking claims about Xunzi’s view is that “His theory of names [i.e., words or terms] is purely extensional” (Fraser 2016, 315).2 Likewise, in a footnote, Fraser states that Xunzi “shows no awareness of a theoretical notion akin to the meaning or intension of a word” (Fraser 2016, 302n21). It is these claims that I would like to challenge here, and then use that challenge to reorient how we see the “Zhengming” chapter. After first presenting some background information and discussing some methodological considerations, I will review what I take to be Fraser’s reasons for his position, and then proceed to my argument against him.3

      For readers who may not be familiar with the technical notions of “extension” and “intension” as used in recent philosophy of language, it will perhaps be helpful to begin with a brief explanation of the distinction between the two, so that they may better appreciate what is at stake in Fraser’s thesis, and why his claim is potentially controversial. To put it simply (a little too simply), the “extension” of a term is that set of objects to which that term may be correctly applied, and the “intension” of a term is that set of attributes that all and only those objects possess and that serves as the criterion that is used explicitly or implicitly by speakers of the language for applying the term to them, and that is conveyed in such usage.4 So, for example, the extension of the term “bridge” will include the Golden Gate Bridge, the Brooklyn Bridge, the Tower Bridge, the Ponte Vecchio, the Jade Belt Bridge, the Gwangandaegyo, and so on. The intension of “bridge”—or more precisely, one intension of the term—would be a “structure forming or carrying a road, path, or (in later use) a railway, and others, which spans a body of water, a roadway, a valley, or some other obstacle or gap, and allows a person or vehicle to pass unimpeded over or across it” (Oxford English Dictionary Online).5 Each of those bridges I just listed is such a structure, and because of that feature, each may be called a “bridge.” In turn, when I say of some X that “It is a bridge,” its being such a structure is the information conveyed about X. It is common for the intension of a term to be called its “meaning,” and for the extension of a term to be called its “referent(s),” and Fraser himself follows this practice as well.

      Two further points about intension and extension are worth noting, because they will be relevant for the discussion to follow. First, a term’s intension is standardly taken to determine its extension, rather than extension determining intension, because (among other reasons) for any given set of objects, there are potentially many attributes that they might share in common (e.g., is visible at time t, is located on the planet Earth, is younger than the Sun, and so forth). So, from the mere fact that a term is applied to some set of objects, one cannot automatically infer which shared attributes, if any, are the basis for applying it to them, and hence derive the term’s intension. On the other hand, given a criterion provided via an intension for applying a term or withholding it, one can, at least in principle, identify what falls within the term’s extension.

      Second, while many terms, especially what are called “general terms” or “class terms” (such as “bridge”), will have both an intension and extension, not all terms will have both. On the one hand, a term such as “unicorn” may have the intension “a magical animal with the body of horse and single horn growing on its head” but lack an extension, since there is nothing in the world that actually fits that description.6 On the other hand, one could simply make up a term and use it to refer to a set of objects without thereby committing to the identification of some attribute(s) shared among them that is conveyed in the use of the term and governs its application by those who use it, in which case the term would have an extension without an intension. For example, I might decide to call a group of files on a computer server that I share with others the “2az7q43bbv” files, and I may have grouped them together because they are similar in some way, but the term “2az7q43bbv” itself need not presuppose any particular identification of those similarities, such that it conveys mere membership in that group (and not any shared features that may form the basis for membership in the group), and similarly its use is governed only by grasping the members of that group (and not necessarily the basis for membership in the group). In such a case, we can say that “2az7q43bbv” is meaningless (it has no intension) but still has a set of referents.7 For the sake of convenience, let us call cases of terms with extensions but no intensions “mere labels.”

      With these points in mind, the controversial character of Fraser’s view may now become clearer. In particular, his claim that Xunzi’s understanding of terms is “purely extensional” is tantamount to saying that Xunzi thinks of all or nearly all terms as being mere labels or at least highly akin to mere labels, which is a rather odd view on the face of it. Moreover, many of the terms that Xunzi seems to want to cover with his discussions in chapter 22 are the sorts of “general” or “class” terms that would typically be analyzed as having both an intension and extension. Therefore, Fraser’s interpretation would present Xunzi as strangely blind to an aspect of such terms that many thinkers have considered to be extremely important, a strangeness that can be brought out by saying that on Fraser’s reading (as he himself says more or less) Xunzi is highly concerned with terms—but pays no attention to their meanings. Furthermore, many or perhaps even most philosophers would hold that a purely extensional understanding of terms simply cannot provide an adequate account of language, and from that perspective Xunzi’s view will then seem not just to be wrong, but to be wildly wrong in a way that seems rather out of character with the keenly observant mind that one sees in so much else of the Xunzi. For such reasons, many scholars are likely to want to resist Fraser’s interpretation.

      If one is going to dispute his reading, though, there are certain methodological considerations that should be noted. As a preliminary point, I readily grant that we find in the Xunzi no explicit discussion that distinguishes intensions from extensions of words. However, just because Xunzi himself does not explicitly draw such a distinction does not, by itself, preclude him from having a notion of intension implicitly. This point is a variation on a problem that has been raised in many other (Western) discussions of Chinese thought (and cross-cultural studies more broadly): someone will object to a given analysis of some Chinese text or thinker on the basis that the analysis relies on some notion for which there is no equivalent word in Chinese. It is a fallacy, though, to think that lacking a word for something amounts to lacking the concept of that thing, as Bryan Van Norden has argued succinctly (Van Norden 2007, 21-23).8

      Of course, the absence of any explicit discussion of intension in the Xunzi does pose an interpretive hurdle for anyone who wants to maintain that Xunzi does have a notion of intension. Namely, one still has to provide positive evidence that such a notion is at work in Xunzi’s thought, even if only implicitly, and that one needs to appeal to such a notion in order to adequately explain what one sees in the text. Otherwise, even if attributing a notion of intension to Xunzi were compatible with the textual evidence, there would be no strong reason to do so—such an attribution would be interpretively superfluous and might even generate unnecessary problems for understanding Xunzi’s thought. This last point is, I think, the most charitable way to understand Fraser’s objection to attributing a notion of intension to Xunzi: such an attribution is unsupported by the text, and even if it can be made to fit, it is neither necessary nor helpful for understanding Xunzi’s views of language.

      Before reviewing the evidence Fraser offers for his “purely extensional” understanding of Xunzi’s view, let me note one further methodological complication. Fraser’s claims are about Xunzi’s theory of language, and not about Xunzi’s own use of language.9 For this reason, even if it turns out that Xunzi at times seems to speak in ways that presume a notion of intension, that may show no more than that Xunzi’s own linguistic practice is simply inconsistent with his theory of language (if Fraser is right that Xunzi has a purely extensional theory of terms). Indeed, if—as mentioned earlier—a purely extensional theory of terms simply cannot in fact be an adequate theory of language, then actually we should expect Xunzi’s own practice to be inconsistent with his theory, because his theory would be flawed to begin with. Of course, it would be nice if Xunzi’s own linguistic practice turned out to be completely compatible with his theory of language, but there is no antecedent reason to suppose that such must be the case, and the principle of charity (at least as I would construe it) does not, in general, require us to favor those interpretations that render his theory of language consistent with his own linguistic practices.10 Hence, in order to challenge Fraser’s claims, one needs to be careful and focus on evidence from the text that relates to Xunzi’s theory of language in particular, as opposed to evidence that pertains just to Xunzi’s use of language.

      Turning now to Fraser’s reasons for adopting the interpretation he does, I discern in his essay two main arguments for a “purely extensional” construal of Xunzi’s understanding of terms: one explicit and one implicit. The explicit argument is based on Xunzi’s remarks about the role of perception in naming. After quoting and expounding a section of chapter 22 that discusses perception, Fraser writes:

      
A signal facet of this compact theory of perception . . . is that it depicts the sense organs as directly differentiating their objects, rather than producing mental representations of them that the heart or mind distinguishes. . . . Xunzi’s account of perception—like that of the Mohist “Dialectics”—ascribes no role at all to mental contents such as sense data, mental images, or ideas. The absence of such semantic or epistemic intermediaries is one likely reason that the distinctions between appearance and reality or between phenomena and noumena play no role in classical Chinese thought and why classical Chinese thinkers were not troubled by sense skepticism. Also significant is that in tying the right use of names directly to sense discrimination, Xunzi makes no appeal to intensional concepts. The use of words is explained completely by appeal to speakers’ ability to distinguish their extensions according to shared norms.11 Indeed, nothing in Xunzi’s theory corresponds to the notion of the meaning or intension of a word, although, as we will see, his treatment of ci 辭 (“expressions,” “phrasings”) introduces a notion similar to speaker’s meaning. (Fraser 2016, 301-302)

      I have reservations about Fraser’s claims concerning Xunzi’s views of perception here but pursuing them at length would require a detailed analysis of the passages on perception in the Xunzi that would take us far afield from the questions about language that I wish to pursue. So for now, it will suffice merely to note the basic structure of Fraser’s argument: if words are generated by naming objects that are differentiated through perception, and if that differentiation of objects occurs without the need for “sense data, mental images, or ideas,” then intension plays no role here (presumably because a notion of intension requires “semantic or epistemic intermediaries” of such a sort), and instead the only function of words is to designate the set of things that constitutes their extensions.12

      Fraser’s other main argument for his position, which is mostly implicit, seems to rest on how he construes some of Xunzi’s terminology in chapter 22. To see this implicit argument, we should look first at the following remarks from Fraser:

      
[On Xunzi’s view] The main threat to . . . orderly regulation of language is miscreants who engage in the “great depravity” of “splitting phrases and recklessly inventing names in order to disrupt right names” (HKCS 22/108/4-5, 144). Xunzi here refers to those who, like Hui Shi 惠施, Deng Xi 鄧析, and Gongsun Long 公孫龍, are known for confusing, paradoxical sayings, but also those who advocate ethical or psychological theses he rejects, such as Song Xing 宋鈃. He is in effect claiming that a major factor explaining the mistaken doctrines of his philosophical opponents—whether frivolous, such as Gongsun Long’s logic-chopping claim that a white horse is not a horse, or sincere, such as Song Xing’s pacifist doctrine that a person can be insulted without thereby being disgraced—is that they muddle the proper referents of words. (Notice that Xunzi does not say they garble the meanings of words. Like the Mohists’, his theory does not explicitly treat the meaning or intension of terms, but their reference or extension.) (Fraser 2016, 293-94)

      Here, with his list of those Xunzi is criticizing, Fraser is alluding to the refutation of unacceptable sayings that occupies a substantial portion of chapter 22. What is significant, though, is that there Xunzi’s complaint about those sayings and the people who make them is that it is framed in terms of the ways that those sayings confuse people about ming 名 (names, words) and their shi 實 (objects, things, substances). On Fraser’s description, this complaint is equated to the idea that such sayings “muddle the proper referents of words,” which indicates that Fraser is taking the shi to designate only referents and construing the relationship between ming and shi in a purely extensional fashion.

      Why does Fraser understand Xunzi this way? Again, though he does not provide an explicit defense of that approach, a hint can be gleaned from his paraphrase of another passage from that section of chapter 22, where he reviews Xunzi’s account of “the purpose of having names.” Fraser says:

      
[Xunzi] holds that the wise regulate the names used to refer to things, so as “to clarify noble and lowly” and “to distinguish similar from different,” such that intentions can be conveyed smoothly and tasks accomplished effectively (HKCS 22/108/12-14, W 145-46). (Fraser 2016, 295)

      The first clause of Fraser’s sentence here corresponds to a clause in the original that reads “知者為之分別制名以指實,” and which in my translation of the Xunzi is rendered as “the wise person draws differences and establishes names in order to point out their corresponding objects” (Hutton 2014, 237). Fraser’s wording “the names used to refer to things” strongly suggests that he takes the word zhi 指 (lit. “point out,” “point to”) to designate the act of referring. Since in the relevant passage Xunzi is explaining the purpose and process of naming, we can thus reconstruct Fraser’s thinking as follows: Xunzi says that the purpose of words is to zhi 指 some shi 實, but if the linguistic action zhi is the act of referring, then the shi that are “pointed out” by the words must be the referents of those words, and so Xunzi’s account of words can be understood in an entirely extensional manner.

      Based on my reconstruction so far, readers may have already identified various places in Fraser’s account that could be targeted to undermine his claims. I will not attempt a thorough attack on them here, as that would require more space than is available on this occasion, but I do want to point out briefly that the textual evidence on which he bases his claims may not provide conclusive support for his view after all. In particular, recall his claim that “in tying the right use of names directly to sense discrimination, Xunzi makes no appeal to intensional concepts” (Fraser 2016, 302). Fraser derives this claim from the following piece of chapter 22:

      
So then on what grounds do we deem things similar or different? I say: On the grounds of the sense organs. As to any creatures of the same kind, with the same affects, how their sense organs detect things is similar. So they converge in how they model things as resembling each other. This is the means of reaching consensus on conventional names by which to indicate things to each other. (HKCS 22/108/14-16, Fraser’s own translation from Fraser 2016, 300)13

      The passage talks about sense discrimination in the first four sentences, and then offers the remark that “This is the means” (shi suo yi 是所以) to name things appropriately. In that respect, the passage does transition directly from sense discrimination to naming, but that may not quite amount to “tying the right use of names directly to sense discrimination.” The reason is that the expression “this is the means” need not always function as an exhaustive account of how something is or should be done, but can rather serve to point out the primary means by which something is or should be done, while omitting subsidiary means. For comparison, consider the following passage from chapter 4 of the Xunzi:

      
Being a good son and younger brother, conscientious and honest, restrained and hardworking, carrying out one’s tasks without daring to be lazy or arrogant—these are the means by which the common people (shi shu ren zhi suoyi 是庶人之所以) obtain warm clothing, plentiful food, and long life, avoiding punishment and execution. (HKCS 4/14/12-13; Hutton 2014, 26)14

      Note that “the means” here are said to provide “warm clothing” and “plentiful food,” but the list of behaviors that are identified as “the means” to achieve these benefits do not actually include farming, textile production, and sewing. Nor should we assume that such activities just are the “tasks” (shiye 事業) mentioned here, since otherwise the claim made in the passage would not apply to craftsmen who do not grow food or make clothes, but who are most likely meant to be covered by this claim as well. In that case, the passage moves directly from being a good person and a hard worker (in general) to having warm clothing and plentiful food, but—on pain of saddling Xunzi with an absurd view otherwise—that does not entail that warm clothing and plentiful food are obtained directly from being a good person and a hard worker without need for farming, textile production, and sewing (or making money from other work and using it to buy those items). By the same token, even if the passage from chapter 22 moves directly from sense discrimination to naming, without mention of intensional concepts, that need not entail that Xunzi thinks one can dispense with intensions altogether—they might be part of the process that is simply elided in that passage, just as farming, textile production, and sewing are elided in the chapter 4 passage.15 In a similar vein, even if one were to grant (as my reconstruction above of Fraser’s second argument has it) that the purpose of terms is identified by Xunzi solely in terms of referring to things, that would not preclude the possibility that intensions are nonetheless still part of the mechanism by which terms accomplish that goal.

      If the argument I have just given is right, then Fraser’s interpretation of Xunzi as having a purely extensional theory of terms may not be necessitated by the textual evidence we have, but it might still be the best available interpretation, and Fraser’s objection could still stand: attributing to Xunzi an implicit notion of intension is unsupported by the text, and even if it can be made to fit, it is neither necessary nor helpful for understanding Xunzi’s views of language. So at this point, let me now review some other textual evidence in order to provide grounds for being dissatisfied with Fraser’s interpretation and seeking an alternative. In particular, consider the following passage from chapter 3 of the Xunzi, which plays on different senses of the word zhi 治 (“put in good order,” “orderly”):

      
The gentleman puts in good order what is orderly. He does not put in good order what is chaotic. What does this mean? I say: Ritual and yi are called orderly. What is not ritual and yi is called chaotic. So, the gentleman is one who puts in good order the practice of ritual and yi. He does not put in good order what is not ritual and yi. That being so, if the state is in chaos will the gentleman not put it in good order? I say: Putting a chaotic state in good order does not mean making use of the chaos to put it in order. One gets rid of the chaos and replaces it with order. Bringing cultivation to a corrupt person does not mean making use of his corruption in order to cultivate him. One gets rid of the corruption and supplants it with cultivation. So, the gentleman gets rid of chaos and does not put chaos in good order. He gets rid of corruption and does not cultivate corruption. The way that “put in good order” functions as a term is like when one says that the gentleman “does what is orderly and does not do what is chaotic, does what is cultivated and does not do what is corrupt.” (HKCS 3/10/12-16; translation modified from Hutton 2014, 19)16

      For present purposes, the last line of this passage is the most important. The sentence begins with the rather unusual phrase zhizhiweiming 治之為名 (more literally, “the way 治 is a name”). This phrasing serves to mark out that zhi 治 is being discussed as a word, rather than as a phenomenon. (Or in other words, this is a “mention” rather than a “use” of zhi 治, and the addition of zhiweiming 之為名 after zhi 治 is needed to make this clear, because ancient Chinese did not have quotation marks that serve this purpose in modern languages, as in my translation above.) By the same token, though, the phrase implies that what follows it is said from a reflective standpoint about language, the kind of standpoint that also serves as the basis for the discussion of naming in chapter 22. It is significant, then, that the remainder of the sentence clarifies “the way 治 is a name” by pointing to its use in another sentence. Such an approach does not fit with a purely extensional theory of names, because on a purely extensional theory, the only salient fact about names is the objects to which they can be applied, and so appealing to the way a name is used in a sentence, which is a matter of its relation to other words, is to focus on an irrelevant feature.17 Rather, if the way zhi 治 is used in a sentence provides significant information for understanding that word, that must be because the word has some other aspect—an intension—that is revealed by that use.18 To put the point another way, the Xunzi passage is giving roughly what Richard Robinson (1950, 106-108) has labeled an “implicative” or “contextual” definition, where a term’s meaning is gleaned from how it appears in another sentence, but such a process both presupposes and specifies intensions of words. This instance in the Xunzi is also stipulative in nature, in that here the text is not merely reporting how the word zhi 治 is commonly understood, but also demanding that it be understood (and then used) in a particular way. To that extent, the passage is, additionally, an exercise in “correct naming” or “the rectification of names” (zhengming 正名) that is the focus of chapter 22, and thus provides a data point that may be relevantly compared with the discussion there.

      In sum, if the argument I have just offered is correct, then the chapter 3 passage presents a relatively clear instance where Xunzi, when thinking reflectively about language, relies on the intensional aspect of a word, though he has no explicit label for it. That suggests, contrary to Fraser’s view, that Xunzi’s theory of terms is not purely extensional.

      Further motivation for dissatisfaction with Fraser’s interpretation can be found when we examine a passage from chapter 23, the “Xing’e” chapter, but it will take some effort to make it clear. In particular, there we find the following criticism of Mengzi:

      
Mengzi says: “People’s learning is [an instance of] their nature being good.” I say: This is not so. This is a case of not attaining knowledge of people’s nature and of not inspecting clearly the division between people’s nature and their deliberate efforts. In every case, the nature of a thing is the accomplishment of Heaven; it cannot be learned, it cannot be worked at. Ritual and yi are what the sage produces. They are things that people become capable of through learning, things that are achieved through working at them. Those things in people which cannot be learned and cannot be worked at are called their “nature.” Those things in people which they become capable of through learning and which they achieve through working at them are called their “deliberate efforts.” This is the division between nature and deliberate effort. (HKCS 23/113/16-19; translation modified from Hutton 2014, 249)19

      The basic point Xunzi is making is clear enough: namely, Mengzi’s claim is incorrect, because it treats as an instance of human nature something that is not, and hence it not only misconstrues the category of human nature, but also misuses the word “nature,” as the last part of the passage implies.

      However, this argument also has some rather curious features that, as far as I am aware, have not received attention from scholars. First, the criticism begins with the remark that Mengzi’s claim “is a case of not attaining knowledge of people’s nature and of not inspecting clearly the division between people’s nature and their deliberate efforts.” The latter problem is clearly addressed at the end of the passage, where Xunzi distinguishes the different sets of things that are labeled as “nature” or “deliberate efforts,” and the final statement “This is the division between nature and deliberate effort” is simultaneously about the difference between those sets and the terms that refer to them. Yet, insofar as the start of Xunzi’s criticism mentions “not attaining knowledge of people’s nature” and ostensibly treats that as a distinct point from “not inspecting clearly the division between people’s nature and their deliberate efforts,” then it implies that there is an additional element to the argument here that is not simply identical to what occurs at the very end of the passage.

      Indeed, it is not too hard to see that something else is going on in the argument here, which makes for a second curious feature of the passage. Namely, near the start of the passage, Xunzi says, “In every case, the nature of a thing is the accomplishment of Heaven; it cannot be learned, it cannot be worked at,” and then near the end he says, “Those things in people which cannot be learned and cannot be worked at are called their ‘nature.’” The closeness in wording of these two sentences makes them look like they might be simply reiterating the same point, but in a slightly different order, and if the former is supposed to be support for the latter, then it may even seem as if Xunzi is arguing in a circle. So, how are we supposed to understand what is going on here?

      As a solution to this puzzle, I want to suggest that Xunzi is not simply saying the same thing twice and is not arguing in a circle. Rather, we should see the former statement as elucidating the complaint that Mengzi does not understand people’s nature. In particular, Xunzi is starting from a commonplace in early Chinese thought, and which even Mengzi would have accepted, namely that a thing’s nature (xing 性) is a product of Heaven. Xunzi then articulates what he takes to be a clear implication of the idea that the xing is produced by Heaven, which is that it does not come about through any human efforts, and hence “it cannot be learned, it cannot be worked at.” It is that implication, I gather, that Xunzi thinks Mengzi fails to grasp. When the passage then goes on to say that “Those things in people which cannot be learned and cannot be worked at are called their ‘nature,’” it is noting that in light of this implication, the word “nature” is to be used as a label for only those things in people that cannot be learned and cannot be worked at.

      As an argument against Mengzi, this line of attack may not be very persuasive, but that is not the important point here. Rather, my reason for focusing on this passage has to do with the transition that occurs in it. By the end, in the discussion of the different items to which the labels “nature” and “deliberate effort” are to be applied, the topic is clearly about (at least) the extensions of those terms, but then the contrast with the beginning part of the passage and how Xunzi describes it suggests that the starting point of the argument is not (simply) about extension. If I am right about the way Xunzi is using an inference from a commonly held belief about xing to articulate the extension of the word “xing,” then the process mirrors that by which an intension determines an extension. Or in other words, the idea that xing is a product of Heaven is a conceptual point about xing that limits the use of the word “xing,” and hence even in the absence of an explicit term for an intension, that idea seems to be playing intensionlike role. (It is hard to see how the argument could be explained on a purely extensional view of terms, since on such a view, terms have no meaning that could support inferences about their extensions. For example, if “gaahhk” is a simply a label for the extension constituted by some set of things X, then in the absence of any intensional content for “gaahhk,” we cannot make any inferences based on the notion of “gaahhk.” We could still make inferences based on the extension of “gaahhk,” such as if all members of set X have some characteristic Y, and characteristic Y is incompatible with some other characteristic Z, then would could infer that “Nothing that is gaahhk has characteristic Z.” However, that presupposes that the extension of “gaahhk” as a term has already been fixed at the outset, and the characteristic Y plays no role in determining its extension, but such is not the way the argument about xing unfolds here.)

      Apart from the way that this passage seems to involve a notion of intension, my reason for focusing on it is that it presents a highly relevant example for comparison with the discussion of chapter 22. For, like the passage from chapter 3 that we considered earlier, Xunzi here, too, seems to be engaged in an exercise of rectifying or correcting names. Moreover, unlike the example from chapter 3—but like chapter 22—Xunzi’s discussion of language in this passage from chapter 23 is in the service of repudiating a rival philosophical position.

      Now insofar as these passages from outside chapter 22 seem to show that at least some of Xunzi’s discussions of language implicitly invoke a notion of intension, then comparing them with the views presented in chapter 22 raises at least two possibilities. One is that we should perhaps revise our view of the chapter 22 material and allow that even there, Xunzi may implicitly incorporate a notion of intension. Another possibility is that Fraser is correct to understand the view in chapter 22 in purely extensional terms, but Xunzi is simply inconsistent in his views of language, and hence we see a different view in other chapters—and note that here the inconsistency would not be the sort of inconsistency whose evidential relevance I warned about at the beginning of this paper, namely an inconsistency between Xunzi’s use of language and his theory of it. Rather, the inconsistency would be in his understanding of language itself, as revealed by those moments when he is explicitly addressing the proper usage of terms. If that were the right way to view the situation, then the inconsistency might be explained in any of the usual ways that others have attempted to explain inconsistencies in the Xunzi, such as suggesting the Xunzi was simply careless about these matters, or that he changed his mind over time, or perhaps even that the inconsistent passages were written by different people.

      Of the two possibilities just mentioned, I am inclined toward the former, since I think that out of charity, we ought to avoid accusing Xunzi of inconsistency unless there is overwhelming evidence in favor of such an accusation. However, to make the case for re-reading chapter 22 as incorporating a notion of intension (at least implicitly) would take more time and space than I have available here. So instead of doing that, I want to spend the remainder of this paper discussing a third sort of possibility, a kind of compromise position that is suggested by the passage from chapter 23 that we were considering. The compromise can allow that even in the absence of a worked-out re-reading of chapter 22, the apparent differences between the views of language that we see in that chapter and what we see in other chapters need not be regarded as a simple inconsistency.

      In order to see this third possibility, we can start by noticing that in the middle part of chapter 22, where Xunzi diagnoses and rebuts three different sets of sayings that involve corruption of naming practices, the sayings he discusses are those of Song Xing, Yin Wen, Hui Shi, Deng Xi, Gongsun Long, and the Mohists.20 Mengzi’s view about the goodness of human nature is strikingly absent from that collection, despite the fact that Xunzi criticizes Mengzi explicitly and implicitly in multiple places in the text. This raises a question: are the analyses of those problematic sayings and the rebuttals to them meant to apply to Mengzi’s claim about human nature as well, even though it is not explicitly mentioned there?

      One feature of this section might suggest that the analyses and rebuttals are indeed meant to apply to Mengzi, as well as almost anyone else with a philosophical position that Xunzi opposes, for at one point, Xunzi remarks, “In every case of deviant sayings and perverse teachings that depart from the correct Way and recklessly innovate, they will belong to one of these three classes of confusion” (HKCS 22/109/20-21; Hutton 2014, 240).21 Furthermore, a little later in the chapter, he says that when one grasps the true Way, then “One will use the true Way to discriminate what is vile just like drawing out the carpenter’s line in order to grasp what is curved and what is straight. Thus, deviant sayings will not be able to cause disorder, and the hundred schools will have nowhere to hide” (HKCS 22/110/9-10; Hutton 2014, 241).22 Especially the reference to the “hundred schools” makes it sound like Xunzi would include Mengzi among those covered by his remarks in this section, as one of those who falls prey to one of the “three confusions.” If that is right, and if Xunzi’s understanding of names in chapter 22 is taken to be purely extensional, then there does seem to be a problem with squaring Xunzi’s analysis there with the example from chapter 23 that I have provided.

      However, other evidence suggests that despite the remarks in chapter 22 that make it sound as though all rival philosophers could be classed as succumbing to one of the “three confusions,” Xunzi recognizes that in fact not all philosophical errors stem from corruption of language. For example, Xunzi criticizes the Mohist practice of frugality in chapter 10 of the text (HKCS 10/44/20-10/46/4), and there it is clear that he takes Mozi’s error to consist both in misdiagnosing the greatest source of trouble in the world—namely, as insufficiency—and in thinking that a radical frugality would have the consequence of resolving the problem. In that case, it is clear that on Xunzi’s account, what has gone wrong in Mozi’s view has nothing to do with language but is rather primarily a matter of misunderstanding causes and effects.

      Insofar as Xunzi does not treat all philosophical errors as involving corruption of language, perhaps one way to understand the discussion of the “three confusions” in chapter 22 is that the discussion there is limited to a particular class of philosophical errors, namely those that involve not simply mistaken claims, but moreover an abuse of language.23 If so, then it would not be surprising that outside chapter 22, Xunzi sometimes speaks in ways that imply a different understanding of language. That, then, is the third possibility for understanding the relation between, on the one hand, the examples from chapters 3 and 23 that I have discussed, and on the other hand, the discussion of naming in chapter 22. In that case, one could conceivably still take the treatment of names in chapter 22 to be purely extensional, but that discussion would be formulated around and limited to responding to abuses of language, with the response drawing on just part of Xunzi’s view of naming, rather than representing Xunzi’s complete account of the subject. Such an interpretation is why I have called this third possibility a kind of “compromise” position that one still might adopt in the absence of an argument for seeing chapter 22 as incorporating a notion of intension.

      Since I cannot work out that argument on this occasion, I want at least to recommend the idea that chapter 22 does not necessarily represent Xunzi’s full conception of naming. However, note that that could be true, even if an argument were provided to show that one can find a notion of intension in chapter 22’s account of language, so that there is no inconsistency between that chapter and the examples from chapters 3 and 23 that we have examined. Moreover, it would still remain the case that chapter 22’s analysis and rebuttal of the “three confusions” does not capture Xunzi’s overall understanding of philosophical error. So, we must be careful about the lessons we want to draw from chapter 22 in these regards, and that is the final suggestion with which I conclude.
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      Notes
      
        1 All translations from the Xunzi in this essay are taken or modified from Hutton (2014), unless noted otherwise. All references to the Chinese text of the Xunzi are given according to the numbering system in Lau and Chen (1996), here labeled as “HKCS.”
      

      
        2 For those not familiar with early Chinese thought, the word ming 名, which most literally means “name,” is used by early Chinese thinkers to refer to words or terms in general, and that is how it is employed in chapter 22 of the Xunzi. Fraser therefore switches freely between talking about Xunzi’s view of “names” and his view of “words” or “terms,” and I will follow this practice of his in my discussion here.
      

      
        3 A number of the claims in Fraser (2016) are repeated in Fraser (2021). Since most of the present essay was written before the publication of the latter piece, and as far as I can see there are no major differences between the two that are relevant to the present topic, I have kept my discussion here focused on just the earlier publication, though my arguments will, if successful, also call into question the corresponding parts of Fraser (2021).
      

      
        4 My explanation here is a highly condensed version (with some modifications) of the account given in Copi and Burgess-Jackson (1996, 144-48), which is a useful and accessible introduction to the notions I discuss here, and covers nuances that I omit here for the sake of brevity. The rest of my discussion in this and the next paragraph are likewise heavily indebted to their way of presenting the material.
      

      
        5 OED Online, 3rd ed., s.v. “bridge, n.1,” accessed 7/30/2021, https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/23233.
      

      
        6 This example is modified from Copi and Burgess-Jackson (1996, 147).
      

      
        7 For a less hypothetical example, consider how band names like “the Beatles” or brand names like “Twinkies” function.
      

      
        8 For a similar defense of attributing implicit concepts to thinkers who do not have explicit terms to express them, see Prudovsky (1997). That study’s focus on the interpretation of Galileo’s writings helpfully illustrates that the problem under discussion here is not limited to just cross-cultural studies, but can potentially occur in any analysis of a past thinker, regardless of whether the thinker is Chinese or not, and regardless of whether the interpreter is operating in the same cultural tradition or not.
      

      
        9 In his essay, Fraser repeatedly speaks of Xunzi as having a “theory” of naming or language (see, e.g., the first quotation from Fraser given in the second paragraph of this essay). Exactly what counts as having a “theory” of some topic is potentially controversial, and Fraser does not particularly spell out what counts as a “theory” on his view. Mostly, he seems to use it to refer to just the sort of reflective remarks on naming that one sees in chapter 22 of the Xunzi (and likewise for other topics discussed in the text). Here, I basically follow his usage for the sake of convenience, since I do not think that the question of whether Xunzi’s remarks amount to a “theory” in some more restricted sense is an issue that much affects the arguments that Fraser and I offer. Accordingly, my own use of “theory” here should not be taken to imply any particularly strong endorsement of labeling Xunzi’s views as a “theory.”
      

      
        10 I would allow that there are potentially some cases where the principle of charity would favor such interpretations, such as instances where an author is highly self-reflective and clearly intends their theory of language to be understood in light of their own linguistic practices, but I do not think the Xunzi fits such a model.
      

      
        11 Given Fraser’s claim that Xunzi lacks a notion of intension, it is important to see that the “shared norms” that Fraser mentions as guiding the use of words must, by Fraser’s own lights, not be intensions (though intensions could otherwise fill that role). As I understand his view, the “shared norms” here operate in roughly the same way that applications of mere labels can be shared, namely by adopting shared conventions for grouping things together without turning those conventions into criteria that are themselves conveyed in and govern the use of terms, as intensions do.
      

      
        12 The passage I have quoted in the main text also hints at another line of reasoning that Fraser might muster in support of his view, namely that his extensional account better situates Xunzi’s thought relative to the broader context of early Chinese philosophy of language. Addressing that facet of Fraser’s interpretation would require much more discussion than is feasible here, so I will not attempt it in this essay.
      

      
        13 然則何緣而以同異？曰: 緣天官. 凡同類同情者, 其天官之意物也同, 故比方之疑似而通, 是所以共其約名以相期也.
      

      
        14 孝弟原愨, 軥錄疾力, 以敦比其事業而不敢怠傲, 是庶人之所以取煖衣飽食長生久視以免於刑戮也.
      

      
        15 Fraser’s argument here might be construed in a different (or additional) way. Sometimes, his remarks in various places make it sound like he thinks that (1) intensions must depend upon a very particular sort of psychological state and (2) Xunzi does not posit any psychological state that could serve the relevant purpose. That argument would not be undermined by what I say here, but a similar worry would remain about whether the textual evidence really precludes Xunzi from (implicitly) believing in the relevant sort of psychological state. More substantively, such an argument would potentially involve quite contentious claims about what psychological states really are necessary for intensions, which would take the discussion deep into issues in the philosophy of mind. Since Fraser does not fully specify what he takes the necessary psychological conditions for intensions to be, I have chosen not to focus on that line of thought here. Suffice it to say that if Fraser wants to ground his argument on something like premise (1) above, then he at least owes his audience a substantive defense of it, which will itself be a demanding task.
      

      
        16 君子治治, 非治亂也. 曷謂邪? 曰: 禮義之謂治, 非禮義之謂亂也. 故君子者、治禮義者也, 非治非禮義者也. 然則國亂將弗治與? 曰: 國亂而治之者, 非案亂而治之之謂也, 去亂而被之以治; 人汙而脩之者, 非案汙而脩之之謂也, 去汙而易之以脩. 故去亂而非治亂也, 去汙而非脩汙也. 治之為名, 猶曰君子為治而不為亂, 為脩而不為汙也.
      

      
        17 Strictly speaking, there can be exceptions to this, namely those cases where the extension of a term just is other terms, e.g., one might try to clarify the extension of “words” by referring to the claim “There are seven words in this sentence.” However, zhi 治 is clearly not that type of term.
      

      
        18 Of course, pointing to how a term is used in a sentence could be used to clarify other aspects of a term instead of its intension, such as what part of speech it is, but clearly that is not what is going on in the passage from the Xunzi I am discussing here.
      

      
        19 孟子曰: 「人之學者, 其性善.」 曰: 是不然. 是不及知人之性, 而不察乎人之性偽之分者也. 凡性者、天之就也, 不可學, 不可事.禮義者、聖人之所生也, 人之所學而能, 所事而成者也. 不可學、不可事 不可學. 不可事而在人者謂之性, 之在人者謂之性, 可學而能、可事而成之在人者謂之偽. 是性、偽之分也.
      

      
        20 See Fraser (2016, 309-12) for discussion of these points. In addition to those sayings whose originators can be identified, there are some sayings that Xunzi discusses there that are so textually corrupt as to be undecipherable, and some whose origin is unknown.
      

      
        21 邪說辟言之離正道而擅作者, 無不類於三惑者矣.
      

      
        22 正道而辨姦, 猶引繩以持曲直, 是故邪說不能亂, 百家無所竄.
      

      
        23 In support of this idea, it is worth noting that at the beginning of chapter 6, Xunzi starts his criticism of the “twelve masters” with the remark “In the current era, there are people who ornament perverse doctrines and embellish vile teachings, such that they disturb and disorder the whole world” (Hutton 2014, 40; HKCS 6/21/10: 假今之世, 飾邪說, 文姦言, 以亂天下). However, the twelve masters are divided into six groups, each of which is criticized on different grounds, and in the case of Hui Shi and Deng Xi, the problem is that they like “to master strange arguments and to play with unusual expressions” (Hutton 2014, 41; HKCS 6/22/4: 治怪說, 玩琦辭). To the extent that this latter criticism is supposed to be a sub-variety of the former, that suggests that Xunzi distinguishes a particular form of philosophical error that involves corruption of language in a distinct way.
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