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Abstract

This article attempts to examine the Mobian (22§f; the Mohist Dialectical) from the perspective
of classification theory. The Mobian comprises six texts, which form chapters 40 through 45 of the
extant Mozi (82F), including Jing-shang (38 _I; Canon I), Jing-xia (f& T ; Canon II), Jingshuo-shang
(f&G6_|; Explanation to Canon 1), Jingshuo-xia (#&&5t N; Explanation to Canon II), Daqu (KHY;
Greater Selections), and Xiaoqu (/INJY; Lesser Selections). The Mobian is commonly recognized as a
classic and treasure for the logic of ancient China. Therefore, most scholars explore the book assuming
a logical or philosophical perspective. The current investigation, however, is focused on thoughts and
issues related to classification as revealed in the Mobian. The result of the preliminary study shows
that Mobian can and should be viewed as a treasure for classification study of ancient China. There
exists numerous thoughtful discussions related to classification issues, including perception and
cognition (i.e., the foundation of classifying), the three laws of thought and the principle of rationality,
concept definitions, categorization, names and objects, sameness and difference, and classifying and
inferring methods. The results guarantee further examination of the Mobian and suggest that we may
employ a similar approach to investigate the writings of the Pre-Qin philosophers.

Keywords: Mobian; Classification Thoughts; Names and Objects; Sameness and Difference;
Categorization
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Extended Abstract

This article attempts to examine the Mobian (5&
$2%. the Mohist Dialectical) from the perspective
of classification theory. The Mobian comprises
six texts, which form chapters 40 through 45 of
the extant Mozi (2%, including Jing-shang
(& I Canon I, Jing-xia (&F; Canon II),
Jingshuo-shang ({&G6_t; Explanation to Canon I),
Jingshuo-xia ($&&5i T, Explanation to Canon II),
Dagu (KHY; Greater Selections), and Xiaoqu (/N
HY; Lesser Selections). The Mobian is commonly
recognized as a classic and treasure for the logic
of ancient China. Therefore, most scholars explore
the book assuming a logical or philosophical
perspective. The current investigation, however,
is focused on thoughts and issues related to
classification as revealed in the Mobian.

The concept of lei (¥; kind or class) is
the foundation of the Mohists’ reasoning and
argumentation. The Mobhists believe that words (or
statements, propositions) must proceed according
to lei. Quoted from Dagqu: “If words are set up
without there being clarity about lei, for sure
there will be difficulty.” (Note 1) Xiaoqu also
said, “Through lei choices are made; through /ei
inferences are drawn.” Obviously, lei is the root
of analogical argumentation. Some scholars (e.g.,
Qin, 1994; Zhou & Liu, 1982) have emphasized
that the initiation of the concept of lei is a major
contribution to Chinese logic made by the Mohist
School.

The first step of classification is the capability
to sense the existence of things and then to
distinguish the differences among things. Jing-
shang provides a systematic description about how
people perceive things and acquire knowledge
about them. First, human beings possess five
senses as their means of perception. In addition,
two more things are needed for the knowledge
acquiring process: showing an intention to learn
and having the chance to make contact with
things. Then, through their ability to reason,
human beings are able to know things clearly.
These physical and intellectual capabilities allow
human beings to learn and to identify similar
things by acknowledging both similarities and
differences. As Lakoff (1987) stated, “cognitive
models structure thought and are used in forming
categories and in reasoning (p. 13).”

The notions of rong (|d]; same or similar)
and yi (¥2; different) are key issues discussed in
the Mobian. Distinguishing the same or similar
from different kinds of things is the basis of
classification. Various types of tong and yi are
briefly introduced in the Mobian. For the Mobhists,
things are not absolutely the same or different. The
distinction between things is made using relative
or selective criteria. According to Jing-shang,
“sameness and difference are interrelated [and are
determined by] comparing what things have and
do not have.” Lakoff (1987) once doubted why “the
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idea that there is a single right taxonomy on natural
things is remarkably persistent (p. 119).” For the
Mohist School, this is untrue—they asserted that
a category can be formed using selective criteria
more than 2,000 years ago.

During the distinguishing or classifying
process, logical principles can be used as a guide.
Frické (2012) indicated that “almost all realistic
classification schemes contain different orders,
sorts, and types, and the built-in knowledge of
their interrelations. Logic is the discipline to be
used to clarify this (p. 122).” Although Mohist
texts do not explicitly take this step, the Mobian
does contain statements similar to the three laws of
thought, i.e., law of identity, law of contradiction,
and law of the excluded middle. Bod (2015)
even argued that the laws of contradiction and
the excluded middle were first proposed by the
Mohists (p. 57). Some scholars (e.g., Sun, 2016;
Wang, 2015; Zhan, 1956) have also suggested that
sufficient reason is another principle commonly
employed by the Mohists. The principle of
sufficient reason, as pointed out by Svenonius
(2000), happens to be one of the foundations of
bibliographic language.

The Mobian is full of concept definitions and
categories. As Iyer (1995) stressed, “concepts
and categories form the basic building block of
knowledge organization and representation (p. 40).”
Clear definitions give people the ability to identify
particular things as belonging to one kind/class
or another. Also, the Mohists already employed
genus/species relationships to construct categories.
A name hierarchy, for example, was introduced
in Jing-shang. There are three types of names,
based on the extension of their denotation: general

name (e.g., thing), kind/class name (e.g., horse),

Extended Abstract

and individual name (e.g., the proper noun of a
particular horse). Although the Mohists do not
structure a complete classification scheme, this
example illustrates a three-layer structure.

How ming (44; name or term) can be correctly
applied to shi (Ef; object, actuality, or reality) is
also a critical issue for the Mohists. A name or
term is used to bring up the reality. As Jingshuo-
shang stated, “What something is called by is its
name. What is called [by the name] is the entity.”
For the Mohists, the relationship between ming
and shi, in an ideal situation, should be one-to-
one, or one-name-one-thing. Thus, a term with
multiple meanings should be examined and
applied carefully. If possible, a multivalent term
should be avoided. Also, the application of a term
should be adapted to the situation accordingly.
The control of homonyms is a means employed
by current librarians in managing authority control
tasks. The problem of homonyms and multivalent
terms has long been recognized by the Mobhists.

Based on the discussion of “hard and white
stone,” the Mohists appear to think that the
connotation of ming has three components:
referent, verbal expressions, and characteristics.
This is implicitly derived from the Mobian
rather than stated explicitly. However, the three
components are in accordance with the definition
proposed by Dahlberg (1989, as cited in Iyer,
1995, p. 40). The term shi (£7) is the verbal
expression of the stone. When the term is used in
communication, an image or a reality of a stone is
conjured accordingly. The Mohists also argue that
hardness and whiteness are inherent characteristics
of the stone. Jing-shang said, “Hard and white
do not exclude each other.” When talking about a

stone, the three components appear concurrently.
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Furthermore, the Mohists also stressed that
the ming used should be that of common usage.
Therefore, the choice of names or terms should
be based on the usage commonly accepted and
utilized by ordinary people. This common usage
principle is indeed a well-known guideline that
has been practiced by librarians since the early
20th century and is still a recommended principle
suggested by the International Federation of
Library Associations (2017).

The classification principle proposed by the
Mohists is clearly expressed by the following
statement: “That [name] applies to that [entity]
and stops at that [entity]; this [name] applies to
this [entity] and stops at this [entity]” (Jingshuo-
xia). Therefore, things with similar characteristics
should be grouped together in a class, with
the class only being used for things with those
particular characteristics. Things of a different
kind should be separated. More importantly, the
criterion employed for making a classification
should be fundamentally different among things.
For example, human beings have hands, and some
animals also have hands. Thus, having hands is
not a suitable criterion for distinguishing humans
from animals because it is not fundamentally
different. This practice is similar to the Canon
of Differentiation proposed by Ranganathan
(1967), which remains a basic rule for designing a
classification scheme.

The results of the preliminary study show
that Mobian can and should also be viewed as
a treasure for classification study of ancient
China. There exists numerous thoughtful
discussions related to classification issues,
including perception and cognition (i.e., the

foundation of classifying), the three laws of

thought and the principle of rationality, concept
definitions, categorization, names and objects,
same and difference, and classification and
inference methods. The results guarantee further
examination of the Mobian and suggest that we
may employ a similar approach to investigate the

writings of the Pre-Qin philosophers.

Notes

Note 1 The translation of the text of Mozi is
mainly based on Ian Johnston’s The
Mozi: A complete translation (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2010). Minor
modifications may sometimes be made

by the current author.
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