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abstract 

In this paper we extend Wittgenstein’s notion of family resemblance to translation, in-

terpretation, and comparison across traditions. There is no need for universals. This 

holds for everyday concepts such as green and qing1 青, philosophical concepts such 

as emotion(s) and qing2 情, as well as philosophical categories such as form(s) of life 

and dao 道. These notions as well as all other concepts from whatever tradition are 

family resemblance concepts. We introduce the notion of quasi-universal, which con-

nects family resemblance concepts from a limited number of traditions. The 

possibility and necessity of extending family resemblance concepts across traditions 

dissolves the false antinomy of universalism versus relativism. 
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Introduction 

This paper is a sequel to the paper in which we give an overview of the necessary 

conditions for the possibility of comparative and intercultural philosophy (Ma and van 

Brakel 2013). In the present paper some phrases are used in the sense elucidated in 

our earlier article, in particular the notions of concept, conceptual scheme, tradition, 

and form(s) of life.1  

In comparative and intercultural philosophy and elsewhere, the phrase family re-

semblance often occurs with a positive connotation or association. However, most of 

the time, how to understand the phrase is left unexplained, vague and fuzzy. Our ac-

count differs from others with respect to the following important features: 

1. We give a detailed exposition of Wittgenstein’s notion of “family resem-

blance,” which is closely related to Wittgenstein’s notions of language game, 

forms(s) of life, and rule following. 

2. We considerably extend Wittgenstein’s notion of family resemblance (hence-

forth: FR) by assigning it a necessary role for any discourse that interprets, 

explains, or compares concepts of one tradition in terms of the concepts of 

another tradition.2 FR is not merely a helpful tool, as is commonly assumed in 

comparative philosophy; it is a necessary condition. 

3. We argue that all concepts involved in comparative and intercultural philoso-

phy are FR-concepts. 

We will refer to the last two items as the FR-principle. We deny the presumption 

of universal essences that can serve as fixed points of reference when translating and 

interpreting whatever notion across traditions. The FR-principle opposes [i] the ideal 

language assumption, [ii] assuming the necessity of a shared or common or in-

between language, [iii] assuming numerous substantial (linguistic, cognitive, cultural, 

philosophical) universals.3  

The FR-principle dissolves the false antinomy of universalism versus relativism, 

as well as worries about incommensurability and the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, because 

                                                
1 We consider (knowing a) concept to refer to Frege’s sense and reference, as well as connotation (as 
this notion is used in literary studies), as well as meaning as use. 
2 On the difference of interpreting and comparing see Ma and van Brakel (2013: 307). 
3 See Ma and van Brakel (2013) for these three items. 
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both universalism and relativism take for granted precise meanings (which are either 

universal or belonging to a particular tradition). Moreover, in almost all examples dis-

cussed in the literature, the relativist is a universalist at one remove; for example, s/he 

argues that different traditions segment the colour spectrum in different ways, thereby 

assuming the universality of the category of COLOUR. The FR-principle allows us to 

be more universalistic than the universalist by making the most culturally specific no-

tions accessible by extension of the interpreter’s FR-concepts; and to be more 

relativistic than the relativist by not only allowing, for example, colour classifications 

to be different across traditions, but by also allowing the notion of colour itself not to 

be a universal.  

In the first part of this paper we extend Wittgenstein’s notion of family resem-

blance of what falls under a general term to interpretation across traditions. Family 

resemblance applies across the board. By this we mean: First, with very few possible 

exceptions (which are not relevant for comparative philosophy), all concepts are FR-

concepts, including concepts introduced by ostensive definitions.4 Concepts can be 

stipulated to be exact and precise, but the stipulation itself involves FR-concepts. 

Second, across languages and traditions, numerous concepts and their language games 

can be connected by family resemblances. Concepts of the other tradition can also be 

learnt in various ways from scratch, but this is only possible against the background 

of a host of extended FR-concepts. 

In the middle part of the paper we present our notion of quasi-universal, which is 

different from other notions under the same title. Quasi-universals connect notions 

from a limited number of traditions by FR-extension, thus fulfilling a necessary role 

in interpretative practice. FR-extension refers to the interpreter extending his or her 

FR-concepts to enter into a family resemblance relation with FR-concepts in another 

tradition. 

In the last (largest) part of the paper we discuss in some detail the different forms 

of FR-extension that one may encounter in comparative philosophy, including quasi-

homonyms and the construction of hybrid concepts. We include brief case studies to 

illustrate the variety of FR-concepts	   and FR-extensions. These studies may not be 

                                                
4 Elsewhere we present a detailed defence of ostensive concepts being FR-concepts (Ma and van 
Brakel 2016: ch. 4). Because ostensive definitions don’t play a substantial role in interpreting texts, we 
set the issue of ostension aside in the present paper. 
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perfect in every detail. In this respect our case studies function as the philosopher’s 

thought experiments. 

In this paper the focus is on Wittgenstein’s notion of family resemblance as a ne-

cessary condition for translation and interpretation across traditions. Elsewhere we 

have discussed the work of other important philosophers in the context of theories of 

translation and interpretation, for example Davidson, Gadamer, and Quine (Ma and 

van Brakel 2016, ch. 9). In the latter book we have also argued that all interpretation 

can be understood as a form of geyi 格義 (ibid., ch. 7). 

Wittgenstein’s notion of family resemblance 

Wittgenstein’s later views concerning language games, family resemblance, rule fol-

lowing, and form(s) of life are characteristic of a pragmatic view of language (Ma 

2004, van Brakel 2006). Wittgenstein speaks of language games in order to stress the 

nature of language as social activity and the variety of language uses. Language is a 

motley of language games.  

Elsewhere we have given a more detailed exposition and defence of our exegesis 

of Wittgenstein’s notion of family resemblance. The main difference with what is 

perhaps the majority view is that we argue that all concepts are FR-concepts and that 

this may also have been Wittgenstein’s view (following Bambrough 1961).5 Wittgen-

stein’s “words must have a family of meanings” should be understood as across the 

board (Wittgenstein 2009: §77). The family includes not only the ahistorical present, 

but also the dynamics of a tradition, as well as FR-relations with FR-concepts in other 

traditions. The latter we will refer to as FR-extensions. 

Different uses of the word “game” show family resemblances. One “can see how 

similarities crop up and disappear” (ibid.: §66), where seeing includes both observa-

tional seeing and seeing conceptual similarities. It is not possible to give a list of the 

necessary and sufficient conditions for what it is to be a game. One does not explain 

such words as game by giving analytic definitions, but by giving examples. To em-

phasize that there is not a particular similarity that runs through all uses of a word, 

                                                
5 The majority view holds that terms introduced by ostensive or stipulative definitions are not FR-
concepts (see e.g. Sluga 2006, Forster 2010). For discussion see Ma and van Brakel (2016: ch. 4). But 
there are important dissidents. The well-known German Wittgenstein scholar von Savigny writes: 
“Words for general concepts are not used according to criteria, the use of language is not fixed towards 
the future and, as to the present, is not generally decidable on the basis of the known contents of a rule” 
(Savigny 1994: 114). 
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Wittgenstein invokes the image of spinning a thread. “We twist fibre on fibre. And the 

strength of the thread does not reside in the fact that some one fibre runs through its 

whole length, but in the overlapping of many fibres” (ibid.: §67). 

Wittgenstein used the German words Ähnlichkeit and Verwandtschaft (or ver-

wandt) to indicate two features of FR-concepts (related, but not the same):  

Don't say: “They must have something in common, or they would not 

be called 'games'“ — but look and see whether there is anything com-

mon to all. — For if you look at them, you won’t see something that is 

common to all, but similarities [Ähnlichkeiten], affinities [Verwandt-

schaften], and a whole series of them at that. (ibid.: §66) 

Both Ähnlichkeiten and Verwandtschaften are relationships, but Wittgenstein 

wants to emphasise that games (and FR-concepts in general) are related in many dif-

ferent ways. Elsewhere he writes: “Don’t look only for similarities [Ähnlichkeiten] in 

order to justify a concept, but also for connections [Zusammenhängen],” a third kind 

of relation (Wittgenstein 1980: I §923). Language events are connected to one another 

in many different ways; “there are many different kinds of affinity between them” 

(Wittgenstein 2009: §65). There is a “family of structures more or less akin to one an-

other” (ibid.: §108). Another word that he used is Zwischengliedern (intermediate 

links). One has to look for intermediate cases in order to connect rather dissimilar 

games (ibid.: §122; 1993: 133). 

An often overlooked aspect of Wittgenstein’s FR-notion is articulated in the fol-

lowing passage: “We see a complicated network of similarities overlapping and criss-

crossing: similarities in the large and in the small” (Wittgenstein 2009: §66). Similari-

ties in the small refer to prima facie similarities according to the conceptual schemes 

with which the interpreter is familiar. Similarities in the large refer to similar ways of 

fitting in the embedding life forms of the other tradition. 

FR-concepts are holistically related to other FR-concepts in language. If we con-

sider an FR-concept as a pattern in the weave of language, then we can cite 

Wittgenstein saying: “And the pattern in the weave is interwoven with many others” 

(Wittgenstein 1980: II §673; cf. 1961: §569). A cluster of related FR-concepts will be 

referred to as a conceptual scheme (henceforth: CS). 



 6 

Wittgenstein explicitly denies the validity of disjunctive definitions.6 There is no 

way to regiment future use of FR-concepts by rules. Pelczar proposes the useful no-

tion of “precedent-setting improvisations” to characterize the openness of FR-

concepts. Open practices, such as common law, jazz, conversations, are characteristic 

of semantic openness towards the future, including gradual semantic drift (allows 

gradual and hardly noticeable addition of new content), ambiguity, vagueness, topi-

cality (variable content depending on the subject matter), and layered meanings 

(Pelczar 2000: 505). The concepts of family resemblance, openness towards future 

use, and vagueness are sometimes differentiated, but we include the latter two in our 

notion of FR-concept. The concept “FR-concept” is also a FR-concept.  

Stipulation aims to make a concept more precise, but this can be done only for a 

particular application. As Wittgenstein remarks: 

Can you say where the boundaries are? No. You can draw some; for 

there aren’t any drawn yet. … To repeat, we can draw a boundary–for a 

special purpose. (Wittgenstein 2009: §§68-69; cf. 1974: §75) 

Scientific definitions are often understood as definitions of essentialistic natural 

kinds, although it may be better to consider them as revisable postulates. We are not 

claiming that all scientific concepts are FR-concepts. There may be exceptions in 

physics and chemistry (van Brakel 2012). Furthermore, stipulative definitions of 

proper names are possible; for example the definition of “the standard meter in Paris.” 

The FR-principle only applies to general terms. But all general concepts relevant to 

comparative and intercultural philosophy are either FR-concepts or stipulated con-

cepts using FR-concepts. At any moment, new events may suggest to understand a 

stipulated concept differently, by exploiting the FR-features of the concepts that de-

fine the stipulated concept. Stipulated concepts can always be “opened” by raising 

questions concerning the meaning of the FR-concepts used in the stipulation.  

Many Wittgenstein commentators have argued that the existence of stipulative 

definitions in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions cannot be denied. For ex-

ample, Forster says that it is “very plausible” that some general concepts can be given 

definitions. As an example he gives bachelor being definable as unmarried man.7 

                                                
6 The image of a thread with overlapping fibres is used to dismiss disjunctive definitions (Wittgenstein 
2009: §67). Even if one has a complete and exact description of the (overlapping) fibres up to a certain 
point, it is not telling us anything about future overlapping; where a new fibre starts, etc. 
7 Forster (2010: 68). Sluga (2006: 3-4) makes the same point.  
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However, as Bambrough (1961: 214) and we would say: “You still owe me a defini-

tion of ‘married’ and ‘man’.” 

What is called prototype theory or cluster theory has often been (incorrectly) 

“identified” with the advocacy of family resemblance.  However, it is wrong to see 

prototype theory as an outgrowth of Wittgenstein’s notion of family resemblance.8 

The crucial difference is that a FR-concept has no central core or essence, whereas the 

prototype is the core of a graded category (that is to say, some members of a category 

are assumed to be more central than others).  

Family resemblance across traditions: game(s) and youxi 

In this section our comparison of English game(s) and Chinese youxi 游戲 aims to 

introduce the idea of family resemblance across traditions, using a relatively simple 

example. The general idea is that alien concepts can be accessed by extension of the 

interpreter’s FR-concepts. More difficult alien concepts can be explained in terms of 

simpler concepts that are accessible by FR-extension across traditions or by hybrid 

concepts constituted by the interpreter (as explained in the last section of this paper).  

Section 66 of the Philosophical Investigations reads: 

Betrachte z.B. einmal die Vorgänge die wir «Spiele» nennen. Ich mei-

ne: Brettspiele, Kartenspiele, Ballspiele, Kampfspiele, u. s. w. 

(Wittgenstein’s German original) 

Consider for example the proceedings that we call “games”. I mean 

board-games, card-games, ball-games, Olympic games, and so on. 

(English translation of Anscombe; first three editions of Wittgenstein 

2009) 

Consider, for example, the activities that we call “games”. I mean 

board-games, card-games, ball-games, athletic games, and so on. (Eng-

lish translation of Hacker and Schulte; fourth edition of Wittgenstein 

2009) 

Kampfspiele originally referred to medieval knightly sports (tournaments). Today 

it is often translated as contests or competitions. There is no easy way of rendering 

Kampfspiele in English using the word game(s). It is not known what Wittgenstein 
                                                

8 In comparative philosophy one can find traces of prototype theory with authors who draw on Lakoff 
(1987). An example is drawing on Lakoff’s prototype theory to explain wuwei 無為 (Slingerland 
2003). 
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had in mind–what counted was that the word contained spiel as a part. Anscombe 

substituted Olympic games to which Wittgenstein may have agreed. Hacker and 

Schulte decided to translate it as athletic games.9 

We will now consider some Chinese congeners of game(s), in particular youxi 游

戲.10 The accepted translation of “language game” in Chinese is yuyan youxi 語言游

戲; yuyan and youxi correspond to the English words “language” and “game” respec-

tively. There are several Chinese renditions of the Philosophical Investigations. Here 

are three somewhat different translations of the passage from section 66 just cited:  

我指的是棋類游戲, 紙牌游戲, 球類游戲, 奧林匹克游戲, 等等。 

(LI Bulou’s version, 1996) 

 

我指的是棋類游戲,  牌類游戲,  球類游戲,  用力游戲,  等等。 

(CHEN Jiaying’s version, 2001) 

 

我指的是棋類游戲,  牌類游戲,  球類游戲,  競賽游戲,  等等。 

(TU Jiliang’s version, 2003) 

The translation of Li uses as the source text the English translation of the first 

three editions of the PI, as reflected in the fourth item in the list of games: Olympic 

games (Aolinpike youxi 奧林匹克游戲).11 In a note translator Li writes:12 

It has become a custom to translate the “games” of the Olympic Games 

into Chinese as “[jingsai] 競賽”, “[bisai] 比赛” or “[yündong]運動”, 

and not as “youxi”. But in German and English all the activities listed 

in this passage are called “youxi” (spiele, games). There is not an ex-

actly equivalent word in Chinese to this word. In fact, the word 

“spiele” has a wider scope than the word “games”. However, this dif-

                                                
9 Elsewhere we compare English game(s) and German Spiel (Ma van Brakel 2016: ch. 4). The major 
difference is that German doesn’t make the English distinction between game(s) and play(s). Many 
types of performances (music, drama) are Spiele. 
10 Admittedly game/youxi is a rather artificial example (mainly chosen for didactic purposes). The issue 
is not to raise the issue of semantic difference across languages (which is self-evident), but to show 
how interpretation deals with this (by using the necessary “tool” of FR-extension). 
11 The same English-based translation was already given in the translation of TANG Chao and FAN 
Guangdi of 1992.  
12 The last two sentences are borrowed from the commentary of Baker and Hacker, who say, “This 
does not significantly affect W.’s point” (Baker and Hacker 2009: 153, emphasis added). 
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ference does not affect what is at issue here. 

Chen and Tu not only stuck closely to the idea that examples of youxi should be 

called youxi. They also followed the German original in trying to provide a translation 

of Kampfspiele: yongli youxi 用力游戲 (game or recreation in which one exerts one-

self physically); or: jingsai youxi 競賽游戲  (competition games). The latter 

translation is problematic because usually sports are not spoken of as youxi in modern 

Chinese. For example, tennis (wangqiu 網) is probably never considered to be youxi. 

The former translation would include fitness training in Kampfspiele. 

It may also be noted that not all Chinese translators use the same Chinese word 

for translating card games.13 Although all translators translate board games as qilei 

youxi 棋類游戲, it is quite uncommon to speak of board games as youxi.14 Some dic-

tionaries suggest that the translation of board game(s) is simply qi 棋. 

In “evaluating” translations of particular genres of games into modern Chinese, 

we are in fact assuming that the category named by the words game(s) and youxi is 

the same. This is not the case, in particular not if we look at older uses of youxi and xi 

戲. A Chinese-speaking Wittgenstein might have written:15 

文字游戲, 益智游戲, 幻術游戲, 栽花游戲, 豢物游戲。 

[Consider for example the proceedings that we call “youxi”. I 

mean] youxi that focus on words, youxi that enhance intelligence, 

youxi that involve magic, youxi wherewith one plants flowers, 

youxi wherewith one raises animals. 

Youxi that focus on words include guessing riddles; youxi that enhance intelligence 

include making up patchwork (quilts, mats). Depending on emphases and contexts 

there are alternative classifications, for example (Gu 1994): 

技藝游戲, 智力游戲, 賭勝游戲, 兒童游戲, 節令游戲。 

youxi that involve skills, youxi that involve intelligence, youxi 

that involve bets, youxi for children, youxi for festivals. 

                                                
13 Pailei 牌類 seems to have a much wider meaning than card games, including for example domino. 
Wan zhipai 玩紙牌 more specifically means “play cards.” 
14 Cf. xiangqi 象棋 (Chinese chess); weiqi 圍棋 (Weiqi); tiaoqi 跳棋 (Chinese checkers). 
15 A Panorama of Youxi 《游戲⼤大觀》, first published in 1919 (Shanghai: Guangwen shuju), cited 
from Li Ping (2012: 10), 
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It is obvious that games and youxi show a family resemblance, and yet the first speci-

fication of youxi differs more from the second one than the latter does from English 

games, as seen from an English perspective, if not a Chinese perspective.  

The original meaning of xi 戲 is said to be “to playfully fight or to compete 

strength, in particular with weapons such as knife, sword, dagger-axe and pike, be-

cause the radical  ge 戈 means dagger-axe.16 The feature of “playfully fight” is not 

very prominent in the above two “definitions” of youxi, although traditionally many 

Chinese youxi would fit this description; for example: Chinese football,17 fighting of 

roosters or crickets, flying kites, tug-of-war, pulling weeds (the one whose weeds first 

break looses),  youtian 游田 (excursion and hunting), and the dragon boat competition 

are all examples of (you)xi. Because of the win/loose aspect, many youxi may also be 

called zhan 戰 (or dou 斗), e.g. qizhan 棋戰: chess fight; chazhan 茗戰: tea fight .18    

Notwithstanding the differences between youxi and games, FR(games) can be ex-

tended to include most youxi and FR(youxi) can be extended to include most games. 

Of course, stating that youxi and games show a family resemblance is a statement in 

the metalanguage of the interpreter in which the use of both is compared. An FR-

extension is developed in dialogue with the text(s) and among interpreters. Our dis-

cussion of game(s) and youxi shows that there is family resemblance both within and 

across traditions. The possibility of extending FR-concepts across languages and tra-

ditions is a necessary condition of interpretation. Without it, intercultural 

communication, interpretation, translation, or comparison would not be possible.19 

Quasi-universals  

Quasi-universals contrast with universals as usually understood.20 Our notion of 

quasi-universal is different from all other uses of the phrase in having the following 

                                                
16 Xi also means joking, dancing, singing. The word for drama has xi in it (xiju 戲劇); baixi 百戲 (one 
hundred xi) is a performance of acrobatics. The first available occurrence of youxi is in the Hanfeizi, 
chapter 38, where it might be translated as “unserious playful things/words.” The Hanfeizi dates from 
the Warring States period (475?-221 BCE). 
17 The FIFA decided that Chinese football, cuju 蹴鞠 is the earliest recorded form of football. It may be 
more than 4000 years old. Originally a way of training the soldier, it was also played by Chinese ladies 
in the Tang dynasty.  
18 In a tea fight with semi-fermented Long Feng tea, the winner is the one whose tea is bright white and 
the foam stays the longest. 
19 For both universalist and relativist game(s) as well as youxi are not translatable. 
20 For our purposes “universals” are understood to be concepts and behaviours shared among all hu-
mans, philosophical reflections shared among all human traditions. 
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characteristics: 

• Quasi-universals are family resemblance concepts. Like other FR-concepts a 

quasi-universal has no core and is open-ended in its use. However, not all FR-

concepts are quasi-universals.  

• They connect notions from a limited number of traditions by FR-extension and 

belong to the metalanguage the interpreter is developing. 

• They are working hypotheses. In other words, they are revisable as a conse-

quence of the continuing process of interpretation. 

• They fulfil a necessary role in interpretative practice. Without assuming a 

large number of quasi-universals, interpretation across traditions is not pos-

sible. 

• Data and background underdetermine the choice of quasi-universals in any 

particular case. For example, it is not only the case that translation of classical 

Chinese into English or Japanese would usually draw on different quasi-

universals. It is also the case that different Japanese (or English) interpreters 

may choose different quasi-universals. 

FR-concepts that often allow for FR-extension to other traditions and hence, of-

ten, function as quasi-universals in the practice of interpretation, may include 

(extended) FR-concepts for:21  

• quite a few words related to animals, plants, body parts, and basic tools; 

• some ordering of space and time (uphill/downhill, last year); 

• making distinctions (this, not-this, the other); 

• mathematical logic (numbers; words such as “and,” “all,” …);22 

• some qualities (large/small), including evaluation (right/wrong); 

• classifying humans (I, you, people).  

Such quasi-universals must be projected in early stages of interpretation and it is 

possible to give preliminary descriptions of human practices or translations of foreign 

texts in terms of such quasi-universals, provided that one realises that the specifica-

tion of every quasi-universal is embedded in the (variable) background of the 

interpreter (hermeneutic relativity). The interpreter should have a sixth sense for spot-

                                                
21 There must be quasi-universals for some verbs as well, but they are usually more limited in their 
similarities across traditions. 
22 CHAO Yuanren (1955) argued that the first two words on Swadish’s “culture-free” 200-words list, 
the logical words “all” and “and,” do not occur in Chinese in a one-to-one translation.  
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ting exceptions relative to his or her expectations. Of course the classification we use 

in the above list is not a universal. A concrete list would be different for every pair of 

traditions.  

Quasi-universals provide the context for more inaccessible alien concepts or 

phrases. For example, when reading chapter 11 of the Daodejing, one may assume 

that there is sufficient agreement with the writer or composer of the text on the con-

struction and appearance of wheels with spokes, moulding clay to make a vessel, and 

other common human practices. But not all phrases are so easily accessible by simple 

FR-extension of the interpreter’s concepts. For example, no consensus can be reached 

on how to translate the last verse of chapter 11: wu zhi yi wei yong 無之以為用?23  

Quasi-universals also underlie the process of comparing (concepts from) different 

traditions. One can compare only after having assumed a number of quasi-universals 

in terms of which the comparata can be investigated. Hence the quasi-universals func-

tion as tertia comparationes.24 The most basic tertium comparationes is the mutual 

recognition of human practices (family resemblance of forms of life). 

One can say, as CHENG Chung-ying does: “There is consensus that the human 

person has many mental functions and abilities recognized as thinking, reasoning, 

feeling, desiring and willing. If we deny these mental functions and abilities, we 

would deny humanity” (Cheng 2000: 34). However, having said this, we may observe 

that qing2 in classical Chinese discourse doesn’t easily map onto Western mental 

functions. One may as well say that denying qing2 amounts to denying humanity.25 It 

may be true in today’s English that having mental functions such as “thinking, reason-

ing, feeling, desiring and willing” is a defining feature of being human. However, it 

does not follow that this truth can be easily translated in the language of another tradi-

tion. 

At later stages of interpretation more differences in assumed quasi-universals 

may turn up. Investigation will show what is hidden underneath an assumed quasi-

universal. This already starts at the mundane level of claiming family resemblance be-

                                                
23 One possible translation is “Where nothing is present, it lends space to an actual use.” For discussion 
see Ma (2006). 
24 They may also be considered pre-comparative in the sense explained by Weber (2014). 
25 Cf. HUI Shi 惠施 asking Zhuangzi 莊子 in chapter 5 of the Zhuangzi, “ren gu wu qing hu 人故无情

乎?” which may be translated as “Can a man really be without qing2?” Translating qing2 as emotion in 
pre-Han texts is often wrong (Chong 2010, Graham 1967). In early sinology the “universal” emotion(s) 
had been too easily projected onto the ancient Chinese qing2. 
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tween FR(big) and FR(da 大) or between FR(see) and FR(kan 看). Moreover it is 

possible that what the interpreter thought to be a clear case of quasi-universal cannot 

be found in the other tradition. Absence of practices thought to be quasi-universals is 

possible, but this can only be observed provided that there are family resemblances 

across traditions of numerous other practices and language games.  

FR-extension 

simple cases 

Quite a few variants of FR-extension across traditions can be distinguished, although 

in practice they would be difficult to differentiate. There is no fact of the matter con-

cerning “variants of FR-extension,” except for working hypotheses of the interpreters. 

This being said, we will use the symbols FR(E) and FR(C) as labels for particular FR-

concepts in European and Chinese languages respectively.26 It follows from the “defi-

nition” of FR that all FR-concepts can be FR-extended. 

In the simplest case, FR-extension means FR(C) ⇔ FR(E), with ⇔ indicating a 

relation of family resemblance (not identity or equivalence). That is to say: FR(C) 

shows similarities to FR(E), as judged from E’s conceptual schemes; FR(E) shows 

similarities to FR(C), as judged from C’s conceptual schemes. Such FR-extensions 

support quasi-universals, for example FR(youxi) ⇔ FR(games). Each of FR(C) and 

FR(E) can absorb part of the other by FR-extension. The extended FR(C) is the quasi-

universal as seen from the Chinese side; and similarly for FR(E). Rather simple quasi-

universals may also occur at a metalevel, for example colour and yanse 顏色 (in 

modern Chinese). FR(colour) ⇔ FR(yanse).27 

A more complicated (and therefore more disputable) example would be the pair 

philosophia (φιλοσοφία) and zhexue 哲學. Some scholars will argue that there is no 

family resemblance whatsoever. Of course in saying this, other quasi-universals need 

to be presupposed for which FR(C) ⇔ FR(E). However, one may also argue that both 

sides should be capable of constructing a quasi-universal, embedded in their own con-

ceptual schemes, FR(philosophia) ⇔ FR(zhexue). Suppose we stipulate that 

philosophia is exclusively European philosophy, which originated in Asia Minor, 

                                                
26 What may look like logical or mathematical formulae are merely abbreviated phrases. For example 
FR(C) is shorthand for “a particular Chinese family resemblance concept.” 
27 It is not so simple for classical Chinese (see below). 
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Greece and other nearby regions (Ma 2007). Let us say that its basic motivation is 

wonder. Further we stipulate that zhexue refers to classical Chinese texts that are con-

sidered philosophical by most Chinese philosophers today (and sinologists as well),28 

as well as their historical and contemporary interpretations and elaborations. One of 

its basic concepts is dao 道. In addition we assume contemporary zhexue and phi-

losophia include the study of one another on the basis of their own conceptual 

schemes.29 Then the question can be raised whether philosophia and zhexue are “the 

same.” Our answer is that, in order for some form of intercultural philosophical dia-

logue or comparative philosophy to be possible, this question is not relevant. There is 

no need for philosophia to be zhexue and there is no need for zhexue to be phi-

losophia, provided the FR-concept zhexue can be extended to include parts of 

philosophia and the FR-concept philosophia can be extended to include parts of 

zhexue. Then we will say: FR(zhexue) ⇔ FR(philosophia). 

Hence there is no need for shared substantial criteria for what is philosophy 

and/or zhexue.30 Similarly, no sharp boundaries between “philosophy” (or zhexue) and 

other reflective practices are needed. Partitions such as philosophy, history, religious 

studies, and literature are historical contingencies and classifications may be different, 

as in the history of Chinese philosophy, where (modern) zhexue might be related to 

jingxue 經學 (Confucian scripture scholarship), shixue 史學 (history scholarship), 

zhuzixue 諸子學 (scholars of the one hundred schools), lixue 理學 (Neo-Confucian 

learning of principles), Foxue 佛學 (Budhist theories), and probably more. 

extending simple cases 

Simple cases as discussed in the previous subsection are always disputable, as it may 

be argued that important differences have been suppressed or irrelevant similarities 

have been highlighted. However, to start a comparative investigation it may have heu-

ristic value (though risky) to provisionally assume even implausible quasi-universals. 

                                                
28 We define sinology as the study of Chinese language, philosophy, history, and culture by Western 
scholars. 
29 An example of the first might be MOU Zongsan’s 牟宗三 neo-Confucian reading and criticism of 
Kant. An example of the second might be Hall and Ames’s (1995) characterization of classical Chinese 
philosophy, drawing on pragmatist and process traditions in American philosophy. 
30 LI Yinghua remarks: “These discussions [concerning the status of zhexue] involve some fundamental 
problems, such as the meaning and nature of Chinese philosophy. There is still no consensus in the 
academic circle on these issues” (Li 2010: 369). But why should one need consensus in order to engage 
in zhexue or philosophia or intercultural philosophical dialogue? 
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For example, it might be speculated that a corresponding FR-notion in classical Chi-

nese philosophy for FR(concept) might be FR(ming 名 ). Perhaps the concept 

“concept” may be FR-extended to include ming; the concept ming may be FR-

extended to include “concept.” FR(concept) ⇔ FR(ming)? 

On the other hand, hastily assuming quasi-universals will have the risk of project-

ing one’s own conceptual schemes as universals on the other tradition (transcendental 

pretence). In such cases we may look for a metatheory to embed FR(C) ⇔ FR(E), 

without projecting E on C (or vice versa). Consider FR(object) ⇔ FR(wu 物)? As part 

of his so-called mass-noun hypothesis Hansen has said: “Suppose [pre-Qin] Chinese 

philosophers ascribed to something more like an ontology of stuffs. When they speak 

of wanwu 萬物 they probably do not mean 10,000 countable objects, but 10,000 

nameable stuff kinds” (1992: 48).31 Harbsmeier (2004) doesn’t agree. Graham accepts 

Harbsmeier’s detailed survey distinguishing count nouns, mass nouns, and generic 

nouns in classical Chinese, and writes:32 

The mass-noun hypothesis is outdated, but something valuable sur-

vives: The tendency of Chinese thought is to divide down rather than to 

add up, to think in terms of whole/part rather than class/member. 

(1991: 276) 

Here Graham is (tacitly) assuming a metadiscourse to talk about object and wu. Divid-

ing down and adding up have to be assumed to be quasi-universals in order to claim to 

speak in a nuanced way about thing and wu. 33 

Whatever the variant of FR-extension, the interpreter cannot avoid using a meta-

language that pretends to be universal. For example, Fraser provides a detailed 

discussion of “knowledge and error in early Chinese thought.” In delineating this sub-

ject matter he is assuming that the Western notion “know(ing)” has some similarity to 

the Chinese notion, zhi 知, suggesting: FR(zhi) ⇔ FR(know). In highlighting the dif-

ferences (and similarities), Fraser has to employ a metalanguage, which, in his case, is 

partly based on terminology of stipulated translations of Chinese expressions such as 
                                                

31 A related pair of contrasting metadiscourses could be one with and one without distinguishing things 
and places. Lohman (1972: 287) suggests classical Chinese is what Strawson called a feature-placing 
language. Things and places are not distinguished in such a language. 
32 The latter insight, which “survives the upheaval” (Graham 1989: 402), is, according to Hansen, “the 
whole of the mass-noun hypothesis” (1992: 48n). 
33 There are other differences between “thing” and wu. In modern English a thing is usually not thought 
of as an organism, whereas arguably organism is a paradigmatic example of wu in classical Chinese 
(Ma 2015).  
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FR[lei 類 (kind, type)] and FR[fa 法 (model, standard)], and partly on Western ter-

minology (expressions such as mind, competence, error, part-whole relations), 

assumed to be quasi-universals in terms of which the subject matter is addressed (Fra-

ser 2011a). That is to say, a sophisticated interpretation of particular concepts is 

provided, given a fixed background. One has no other choice than to start by project-

ing a descriptive metaphysics as a working hypothesis. The projection of hypothetical 

quasi-universals cannot be avoided.  

Interpreters seem to agree that the quasi-universal “knowing how” works rather 

similarly in all traditions (perhaps because it is closely related to survival), but “know-

ing that,” in particular when understood as knowing the truth of propositions or 

sentences, is more specifically tied to the European tradition. There are passages in 

classical Chinese for which a translation in terms of “knowledge that” would not be 

obviously wrong, but this is a marginal phenomenon (Harbsmeier 1993). Instead the 

focus is on what one might call “knowledge of,” that is correctly discriminating the 

referent of a word or name (ming 名) that denotes the object of knowledge (Fraser 

2011a). Drawing distinctions replaces determining facts or truths. This would be an 

important difference between FR(zhi) and FR(know). On the other hand, it is not dif-

ficult to see similarities between, for example, modern epistemic virtues defining 

scientific rationality and Mozi’s well-known three tests/standards (biao 表). What-

ever the details of alternative ways of translating and interpreting this passage in 

Mozi, 34 we suggest that Mozi’s three tests confirm what might be considered to be a 

quasi-universal epistemic metavirtue, formulated in non-philosophical language as 

follows:35 Taking FR(know), FR(zhi), and FR(experience) very widely, know and zhi 

have to fit [i] experience and [ii] earlier knowledge or zhi respectively. We are assum-

ing there is evidence for FR(know) ⇔ FR(zhi). What about experience? Is it a quasi-

universal? Although sinologists and others often speak of the “Chinese experience” 

and the translations of words such as tiyan 體驗, tihui 體會, ticha 體察 in modern 

(scholarly) Chinese often include the word experience, the latter word rarely occurs in 

translations of classical sources.  There is no sign of modern experience in the old 

“literal” meanings of yan 驗 (check, prove, investigate); hui 會 (meet, understand); 

                                                
34 Mozi 墨子, Book 9, chapter 35. The alternate versions (chapters 36 and 37) are slightly different. 
35 Using the notion of “fitting” in the sense of Goodman (1987), but still an everyday notion. 
FR(fitting) ⇔ FR(yi 宜)? 
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and cha 察 (investigate). FR(experience) doesn’t seem to be a straightforward quasi-

universal. 

Even if we impose experience to be a quasi-universal, there are no general, let 

alone strict criteria for how this “fitting experience” and “earlier knowledge/zhi” is to 

be worked out in concrete cases or how they should be balanced or whether a third 

criterion concerning the utility of knowledge must be distinguished from the other 

two. Whether such vague criteria are met or not in concrete cases is ultimately a mat-

ter of consideration and contestation among groups of people in light of prevailing 

(revisable) everyday maxims. Nevertheless we might suggest that the proposed meta-

virtue may still provide a possible embedment of both zhi and know.  

pseudo-homonyms	  

In slightly more complex cases FR(C) can be divided into a number of different func-

tions or uses (meanings), each of which corresponds to a particular FR(E), as seen 

from E’s perspective. In such a case we will say that FR(Ci) is a pseudo-homonym; 

and similarly for FR(Ei). We name it pseudo-homonym, because FR(Ci) having a 

range of meanings, is what it seems in English, not from the perspective of Chinese, 

where it is simply one word and one concept. A simple example could be [FR(shu 鼠

)] ⇔ [FR(mouse) and/or FR(rat)]. A philosophically more relevant example is the 

English verb “to be.” In English to be is one (polysemous) concept. From the side of 

Chinese it may seem to be more like a homonym.  
There seems little doubt that there is no category of Being in classical Chinese,36 

whereas the use of to be is covered by different characters in different contexts. Red-

ing lists as possible translations of various folds of meaning of “to be” in classical 

Chinese: for the meaning existence, you 有; for predication usually no copula (nega-

tion fei 非); for veridical use ran 然; for “this” shi 是; for localization zai 在; for 

identity ji 即; for roles and functions wei 為 (Reding 2004: 171).37 Reding’s list is 

quite similar to an earlier study of Graham.38 What is most noteworthy is that there is 

                                                
36 François Jullien said “the verb ‘to be’ itself does not exist in classical Chinese” (1989: 105). Gra-
ham’s advice is: “to keep Chinese concepts as far as possible free from contamination by the Being of 
Western philosophy” (Graham 1989: 99). 
37 Some of the items on the list may lie outside the classical period narrowly defined. Graham mentions 
that jí 即 for identity only emerged in the third century CE. 
38 Graham mentions six functions of English “to be,” which might be distinguished in classical Chi-
nese: existence, copula (nouns), identity, roles, copula (adjectives), and copula (location) (Graham 
1959). 
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no expression in classical Chinese that serves both the functions of existence and 

copula, which actually seems to be a unique feature of European languages.39  From 

the perspective of classical Chinese one might say that FR(to be) is a pseudo-

homonym. 

Reding’s (and Graham’s) list show that to be is not a universal, but for the differ-

ent types or function of “to be,” FR-extensions may be possible.40 For example, there 

seems to be a rather close similarity of Western “existence” and you 有 : 

FR(existence) ⇔ FR(you).41 This leads Graham (1989: 403) to remark that, compared 

with symbolic logic, classical Chinese may score better than European languages, cor-

relating you with the existential quantor (Ǝx). The copula function and the veridical 

function can also be identified by FR-extension in classical Chinese.42 

Of course, this is not to say that you or “existence” can be simply reduced to the 

existential quantifier of symbolic logic. There is more to you/existence than (Ǝx), even 

in mathematical logic. For example, when discussing “relational existence in both 

Western and Mādhyamaka philosophy,” Priest (2009) considers the ambiguity of say-

ing things such as: “Nothing exists in and of itself.” It is not appropriate to force this 

sentence into a discourse limited to the existential quantifier.43 Priest suggests that we 

understand the utterance as a form of relational existence, which is a sophisticated no-

tion in mathematical logic: “Everything that exists does so inasmuch as, and only 

inasmuch as, it relates to other things” (467). The notion of relational existence might 

be an alternative to understanding Nothing as non-existence. Priest concludes: “Emp-

tiness is not a nothing: it has a determinate structure, one of pure form” (476). 

As to the methodology of Reding and Graham it should be remarked that they 

suffer from the transcendental pretence of Western essentialisation to some extent. A 

                                                
39 YASUO Yuasa discusses many features of the philosophically relevant differences between Western 
and East-Asian languages and argues that aru is a native Japanese word that is similar to “to be” in that 
it can be used for both essential and existential predication (Yasuo 2005). Nevertheless the neologism 
sonzai (Chinese cunzai 存在) was introduced in Japanese to stand for Western words such as Sein and 
Being. 
40 For modern Chinese, the situation is not much different. 
41 Stating FR(existence) ⇔ FR(you 有) hides important differences. For example, what exists is the 
subject in European languages; it is the object of you (the cosmos has it). 
42 The quasi-universality of the copula function becomes more convincing if one accepts the grammati-
cal function of the copula in the absence of a lexical presence, examples of which can already be found 
among Indo-Germanic languages such as the nominal sentence in Russian. 
43Which is what Carnap did in his analytic deconstruction of Heidegger’s das Nichts. 
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Western classification is used as the starting point and then one looks for Chinese 

“counterparts.” 

pseudo-homonym or hybrid? 

There are various ways in which FR(C) can be mapped onto a range of FR(E) or 

FR(E) on a range of FR(C). In addition to pseudo-homonyms, FR(Ci) or FR(Ei), we 

may envisage the possibility that a number of concepts have to be gathered together 

into one new hybrid concept, FR(ΣCi) or FR(ΣEi). We believe that this is a rather 

undervalued option in the literature on Chinese and comparative philosophy, although 

the idea has often been mentioned in passing.44 These merged or blended or mingled 

concepts are like other concepts, except that they have no name yet in the tradition in 

which they are introduced. They are constructed to get access to a concept in the alien 

tradition for which there is no suitable concept to start a FR-investigation. Merging 

concepts amounts to making new FR-concepts in the interpreter’s language that can 

serve as quasi-universals to correspond with alien (perhaps polysemous) concepts.  

Hybrid concepts may also be considered intermediaries.45   

An example of blending concepts might be the following. Instead of translating 

Confucian cheng 誠 in different contexts as either sincerity, faithfulness, integrity, 

earnestness, truth, genuineness, reality, creativity, or some other concepts from the 

Western philosophical tradition, one tries to express something “intermediate,” a new 

hybrid concept from the perspective of the interpreter.46 Hence FR(cheng) is not con-

sidered a pseudo-homonym, for which FR(cheng) would be FR(Ei), but is correlated 

with a mix of Ei, that is FR(ΣEi). In such a case one may use “cheng” as a word in the 

English language, realising that “cheng” is not the same as cheng 誠. The interpreter 

claims, having provided an elaborate elucidation of FR(chengE), that there is a family 

resemblance between FR(chengE) and FR(chengC).47 

                                                
44 For example, Richards (1932: 4), Hall and Ames (1995: 168). 
45 This suggestion can be seen as an extension of “the importance of finding connecting links” 
(Wittgenstein  1993: 133). 
46 AN Yanming addresses the question: “what is the core content of cheng [誠]?” and concludes: “It 
consists of what two English terms–‘sincerity’ and ‘reality’–convey” (An 2004: 117, 134). Construct-
ing two cores instead of one hybrid FR-concept remains a case of “craving for generality” , assuming 
universals labeled by English words (Wittgenstein 1969: 17). 
47 A similar suggestion might apply to de 德, whose meaning overlaps with notions such as virtuosity, 
power, potency, virtue, vitality, charisma, adroitness, proficiency, and capacity (Fraser 2011b: 98) and 
numerous other FR-concepts. 
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Making the distinction between hybrids and pseudo-homonyms is a matter of in-

terpretation and degree. There are different accounts of the meaning of qing2 情 in 

classical Chinese (at different times). According to Puett, from the beginning the term 

had a broad semantic range, which developed into a gradual refinement of distinc-

tions. Only by the early Han did these different meanings come to be clearly 

distinguished. Puett argues that Hansen is wrong to see a “single, unified meaning” of 

qing2 (Puett 2004: 38).48 One might model the disagreement between Puett and Han-

sen in terms of FR(qing2) ⇔ FR(Ei) versus FR(qing2) ⇔ FR(ΣEi).  

After studying hundreds of sample passages, Harbsmeier distinguishes between 

seven “basic meanings of qing 情” (71) on the basis of his reconstruction of clusters 

of usages “that suggest themselves” (Harbsmeier 2004: 71, 72).49 These basic mean-

ings include “basic facts of the matter” as well as “emotional response to things” and 

five more FR-concepts situated somewhat in-between the two “extremes.” Because 

Harbsmeier employs the English language and its underlying conceptual schemes, his 

list may suggest that qing2 has seven different meanings. However, in many contexts 

these meanings shade into one another, as Harbsmeier himself also acknowledges. 

Even if one accepts Harbsmeier’s “ground work,” there are still many ways to fuse 

the seven clusters of meaning into one hybrid concept.  

missing concepts & new hybrids 

It is said that shape combined with colour is the standard Chinese way of describing 

the disposition of anything tangible and visible. Everything has its shape (xing 形) and 

colour (se 色). However, although colour is a prominent aspect of appearance for an 

increasing number of people in the globalised world, shape plus colour do not exhaust 

the appearance features of something tangible and/or visible, at least not if these 

words are used in the modern (Western) sense. Graham (1989: 86) writes “In ordinary 

Chinese discourse a thing is described as ‘having shape and colour’ (both conceived 

as inside it).” He adds: “The ‘Five colours’ are fully enumerable, green, red, yellow, 

                                                
48 Eifring also argued that qing2 had no single basic meaning; it is better to speak of different layers of 
meaning or different semantic fields corresponding to different genres (Eifring 2004: 19f, 21n). The 
accounts of Puett and Eifring are not necessarily incompatible. Perhaps we might say that Puett and Ei-
fring argue qing2 is polysemous as seen from the Chinese side and Hansen argues that it is a hybrid as 
seen from the English side.  
49 “In Buddhist texts, qing does not usually mean ‘real state of affairs,’ ‘real feeling’ or ‘emotion.’ On 
the contrary qing refers to the activities of the ‘unenlightened mind’ and thus has a rather negative con-
notation” (Anderl, in Eifring 2004: 159). 
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white, black.” However, Graham’s explanation leaves many appearance aspects out of 

consideration, for example, whether an object is polished or wet; and Graham writes 

“green” where it should read qing1 青.50 

As a consequence of the regimentation of modern languages to (alleged) results 

of scientific research, research in sinology takes for granted that such modern catego-

ries as colour are universals, also for times long ago.51 WANG Tao (2007), in a study 

of “colour terms in Shang oracle bone inscriptions,” argues that animals of various 

colours were offered to sacrifice, and that over time, in selecting animals for sacrifice, 

the colour of these animals had gradually become important. Wang’s exceptionally 

detailed study never raises any questions concerning the assumption that the subject 

of study is colour terms in Shang oracle-bone inscriptions. Consider the following 

passage from the Liji in Legge’s translation:52 “The ruler ordered the oxen to be 

brought before him, and inspected them; he chose them by their hair [mao 毛], ….” 

Wang’s translation of the relevant passages is: “The choice is made regarding the col-

our of the animal [mao 毛], .... (Wang 2007: 334, emphasis added).” 

This is a clear case of “cleansing the data” in order to support one’s “theory.” 

When one reads Wang’s descriptions of the use and meaning of the relevant charac-

ters, it is obvious that the oracle bone discourse does not share a family resemblance 

with twentieth century colour idiom. Rather, family resemblance can be found with 

the variety of terms used in “cattle-fur-appearance-discourse” (henceforth: CFAD), 

which is pervasive in traditions where horses, cows, or other large mammals play an 

important role. If oneprojects modern colour terminology (whether in English or 

modern Chinese) on some characters on Shang oracle bones, one misses the (more 

correct) interpretation of these characters as not being colour terms, but “cattle-fur-

appearance” terms. 

Already Magnus (1880: 10) noted that Xhosa people in those days distinguished 

between twenty-six “cattle colours” and these people found it hilarious that Europeans 

                                                
50 Other sources list the five se as “dark blue [qing1青], red, yellow, white, black” (Xing 2009: 88), or 
(heavily influenced by modernity): “bluegreen, vermillion, yellow, white, black” (Hall and Ames 1995: 
266). 
51 Since Baxter argued that the early history of the Chinese language supports the evolutionary devel-
opment of colour terms proposed by Berlin and Kay, the assumption that one can study the 
evolutionary development of Chinese colour terms has never been questioned (Berlin and Kay 1969, 
Baxter 1983). 
52 Liji (Book of Rites), Jiyi《禮記·祭義》(Meaning of sacrifices). 
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used different names for blue and green.53 One may speculate that the meaning of 

CFAD-idiom included the smoothness of the animal fur, its texture, its dull-

ness/brightness, its chromatic hue, its being variegated or not, displaying certain 

patterns, appearance under different kinds of sunlight, and so on, as well as related 

evaluative features.54 

Characters on oracle bones don’t qualify as colour words. In modern European 

languages colour is a subclass of appearance. Passing over the complexities of 

FR(appearance) ⇔ FR(se) across traditions,55 we may say that CFAD-terms come di-

rectly under FR(appearance), whereas nothing corresponds to FR(colour) in Shang 

Chinese.56 Instead of the missing FR(colour) one has to construct a new hybrid to 

cover the domain of CFAD. Like all FR-concepts, CFAD-terms were extended as 

time moved on; for example by extending the use of characters such as xing 騂 and 

xuan 玄 to the appearance of other wu 物 such as soils, garments, and clouds. 

clusters 

In the most complex situation, which is also the most common in advanced stages of 

interpretation, as in contemporary Chinese or comparative philosophy, a cluster of 

CS(En) can be seen to have a FR-relation with a cluster of CS(Cn): CS(Cn) ⇔ 

CS(En).57  

An example is the cluster of “is true” and the cluster of ran 然. According to 

Harbsmeier and Roetz, the range of the truth predicate in modern English is covered 

in classical Chinese by several words:58 ran 然 (that something is so, suchness; be so, 

be the case), dang 當 (adequacy to facts; fit the facts), shi 是 (normative rightness; be 

this, it, right), shi 實 (accordance with facts; be solid, real; based on fact), xin 信 (ve-

racity; believe; be loyal, trustworthy, reliably so), cheng 誠 (sincerity; be honest, 

sincere, genuinely so), you 有 (have; exist; there is such a state of affairs), zhen 真 

                                                
53 Strictly speaking: no words for the German words grün and blau. 
54 It is apparent from Wang’s discussion that some CFAD-terms, at the time, might be restricted to one 
type of animal such as bulls or horses. 
55 Cf. the large difference between western appearance (the sensuous) and the Buddhist category of se 
(rūpam in Sanskrit, shiki in Japanese). See Ma (2008: 182-185). 
56 In Ma and van Brakel (2016: ch. 3) we present numerous other cases of the non-universality of col-
our. 
57 Kuhn, a historian of science, stresses that in reading ancient texts, for many words one has to learn a 
cluster of concepts (an extended “critical mass” conceptual scheme), which are FR-connected in many 
places in a way that is different across traditions. 
58 Possible translations give in brackets are those of Harbsmeier (1998: 201) or Roetz (1993: 85-96). 
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(genuineness; be genuine(ly so)); and perhaps a few more words.59 It can be seen that 

one cannot straightforwardly pair off the European and Chinese FR-concepts. In such 

a case we will say there is a family resemblance between two clusters: CS(ran, dang, 

zhen, cheng, …) ⇔ CS(genuinely so, is true, be the case, right, …). 

In addition, one may look for one particular FR-extension, which may serve as a 

quasi-universal to cover (and to compare) both CS’s. Although it is the result of FR-

extension, we would consider such a quasi-universal a new hybrid concept. A possible 

“new” quasi-universal of this kind might be FR(rightness) ⇔ FR(shi 是), as il-

lustrated  below. 

Among the Chinese characters in CS(ran, dang, zhen, cheng, …), shi and fei 是

非 in particular, have given rise to conflicting translations by different scholars. Con-

sider the following line from the Xunzi 荀子:  

是是非非謂之知。 非是是非謂之愚。 

Most translators render shi and fei as right and wrong in this context (for example 

Watson). Reding translates: 

To consider what is true as true and what is false as false, that is what 

is called “knowledge.” To consider what is true as false and what is 

false as true, that is what is called “ignorance.” (Reding 2004: 193)  

Xunzi’s saying is from the chapter Xiushen《修身》(“cultivate one’s moral charac-

ter”). Given such context, it is wrong-headed to translate shi as true and fei as false. 

There are other cases where translators or interpreters are confronted with the di-

lemma of how to translate shi and fei. A hybrid of true/false and right/wrong can be 

found in Wardy’s translation of a passage from the Preface of the Minglitan:60 

[Aristotle] distinguished right/true [shi 是] and wrong/false [fei 非], 

and banished and deluded error so that we might return to the road [dao 

道] of unique correctness: it is called “logic.” (Wardy 2000: 97) 

                                                
59 Roetz seems to follow the items in the list of the synonym group “TRUE: CONFIRM TO REALITY” from 
the Thesaurus Linguae Sericae (of which Harbsmeier is one of the directors), or perhaps the latter was 
revised in the light of Roetz’s publication. Fraser mentions the first three words on the list (dang, ran, 
shi) as prominent candidates for the “expressive function of truth” (Fraser 2012: 362). 
60 The Minglitan 名理探 was published in Hangzhou (China) in 1631, a Chinese translation of In uni-
versam dialecticum Aristotelis (Coimbra, Portugal, 1607). The Chinese translation was a cooperative 
undertaking of LI Zhizao 李之藻 and the Jesuit Francisco Furtado. 
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Concerning truth and rightness, Nelson Goodman has argued, “truth is often in-

applicable, is seldom sufficient, and must sometimes give way to competing criteria” 

(1978: 107; cf. 19). For Goodman truth is subordinate to rightness. A right work of art 

makes a world, just as a right scientific theory makes a world. Both work of art and 

scientific theory offer the possibility of new worlds (or world versions);61 to which we 

may add: and similarly for the work of interpretation. In Goodman’s discourse an in-

terpretation is also a work that makes a new world. Perhaps the solution to the 

problem of translating shifei is to advice to speak of right/wrong throughout and con-

sider true/false a less universal notion, although it plays a large role in the history of 

European philosophy. Perhaps FR(rightness) can make a much stronger claim to uni-

versality than truth. Right/wrong may be the more generic quasi-universals and more 

suitable than the true/false dichotomy for FR-extension across traditions.  

The construction of a suitable CS as well as the similarity judgement in saying 

CS(Cn) ⇔ CS(En) will vary among interpreters. Whether a complex case can sensibly 

be reduced to a simpler case will be a matter of discussion among interpreters as well. 

Some interpreters may be happy to state for modern Chinese: FR(grief) ⇔ FR(ai 哀). 

Others emphasize the difference of grief and ai and may want to compare one cluster 

surrounding grief and one surrounding ai.62  Similarly, does it suffice to assume that, 

as regards the Zhuangzi, FR(wuyong 无用) ⇔ FR(useless)?63 Or should one consider 

a wider cluster in a modern language to correspond to wuyong; for example including 

FR(not necessary), FR(not needed), or FR(unprofitable), and perhaps more. On the 

side of wuyong, should one consider the cluster of FR(wuyong) to include 

FR(buweiyong 不為用) and/or FR(buyong 不用)? 

Ideally, because of the holism of language, one should compare wider and wider 

clusters, but this is not practically possible and interpreters have to decide on a critical 

mass, which might involve just one FR-extended concept on either side. 

untranslated terms 

In particular for “difficult” notions there is the option of leaving them untranslated 

                                                
61 Goodman’s idiosyncratic terminology of “making worlds” has a family resemblance with “making 
conceptual schemes.” 
62 YE Zhengdao (2001) concludes: “ai is very different from grief. Long, deep and sympathetic 
thoughts are key elements in the meaning of ai.” Of course Ye’s view is disputable (according to other 
native speakers of Chinese), but that only shows the problematics of “objective” research in this area.  
63 Zhuangzi’s text reads 无, not 無. 
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and explain them in terms of concepts for which FR-extensions across traditions are 

more readily available. An example illustrating various options for the translator is 

how to translate Heidegger’s word Ereignis into English: leave it untranslated (Er-

eignis), use an everyday word (“event”), try to grasp Heidegger’s intended meaning in 

English (“Event of Appropriation”), or introduce a neologism which can absorb what-

ever Heidegger says about Ereignis (“Enowning”). All four options have been 

defended. 

On the side of classical Chinese, qi 氣 is a character that is often left untranslated. 

For example, at one point Graham “defines” qi in the context of Chinese cosmology 

as “a universal fluid, active as Yang and passive as Yin, out of which bodies condense 

and into which they dissolve” (Graham 1989: 101). The foreign concept is not trans-

lated, but instead given a “best” description in terms of the interpreter’s CS’s. In the 

citation from Graham, such concepts as fluid, bodies, condensation, and dissolve are 

assumed to be quasi-universals (which by no means is self-evident), whereas Yin and 

Yang have already been added to the English language.  

In contemporary writings (in English) on Chinese philosophy it is common (and 

unavoidable) that numerous quasi-universals are assumed without providing justifica-

tions for FR(C) ⇔ FR(E). As Graham remarks: “There are no exact equivalents; if we 

have translated many important Chinese words without discussion, it is only because 

the differences cannot be profitably explored within the limits of the present book” 

(1989: 124). However, note that he does not exclude the possibility that the sup-

pressed differences may become important at a later stage of investigation.  

Does leaving a term untranslated show that there is no similar concept in the 

other tradition? One cannot claim the absence of a particular concept in another tradi-

tion without already knowing a lot about this tradition and there will always be some 

FR-relations in this tradition, which are extendable to encompass “part” of the “miss-

ing” concept. Saying classical Confucianism “had no equivalents for such terms as: 

freedom, liberty, autonomy, individual, principles, rationality, rational agent, action, 

objective, subjective, choice, dilemma, duty, or rights,” is claiming one already knows 

a lot about Confucianism, drawing on numerous FR-relations across traditions.64  

The frequent occurrence of an untranslated term in many explanatory sentences 

of the interpreter’s language, what Wittgenstein called a perspicuous presentation 

                                                
64 Dallmayr (2001: 56), citing or paraphrasing Henry Rosemont. 
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(übersichtliche Darstellung),65 may demonstrate how the notion is embedded in the 

other language, life-form, and particular philosophy. However, one cannot leave all 

key words untranslated. There should be enough quasi-universals available to the in-

terpreter.  

As the more complicated interpretations are embedded by “simpler” FR-

extensions, this suggests that so-called literal translation is to be preferred for quasi-

universals. For example, the associations of a particular number, say “nine,” or 

“seven,” may possibly be relevant to interpreting more difficult parts of a text. Then it 

is not good practice to translate, say, a particular distance by converting the alien 

standard of measurement, giving the measurement in feet or meters (depending on the 

intended audience). In such a case, it is better to leave the alien unit of measurement 

untranslated such that the numbers do not change. 66 Not only “all translation equiva-

lents of philosophical concepts are inadequate” (Graham 1991: 287), almost all 

translation equivalents of everyday concepts are inadequate as well and only accept-

able if understood as concepts FR-extended in particular directions. 

Concluding remarks 

There are family resemblances between human practices and their conceptualizations, 

but these similarities do not harbour universal core meanings shared by all human be-

ings. Reflection on language shows that all general terms should be thought of as 

naming FR-concepts. The FR-principle is a necessary precondition of interpretation. It 

is possible to stipulate the meaning of some concepts, but one uses FR-concepts in the 

definition. 

Interpretation would not be possible if the interpreter could not often assume 

quasi-universals and FR-extension. Because of underdetermination, different inter-

preters may propose different quasi-universals with respect to a particular alien 

conceptual scheme leading to differences in preferred translations and expositions. 

Because the FR-principle entails de-essentialisation of language, it also underlies 

the NNSSL-principle (No Need to Speak the Same Language), which applies to any 

                                                
65 The concept of perspicuous presentation is of “fundamental significance for us”; it “produces pre-
cisely that understanding which consists in ‘seeing connections’” (Wittgenstein 2009: §122).  
66 For example, it may be safer to report that the lowest branches of the sacred oak (櫟社樹) in chapter 
4 of the Zhuangzi are ten ren 仞 from the ground than to translate it as seventy feet (Watson) or eighty 
feet (Graham). One could add in a note that a ren is seven or eight chi 尺. (A chi is estimated to be 
about one third meter.) 
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form of comparative or intercultural philosophy and, more generally, any form of 

intercultural communicative interaction (van Brakel 2006). On the NNSSL-stance, all 

participants in an exchange (for example students of Chinese philosophy) may speak 

or write their native language, requiring participants to make efforts to understand the 

language used by others. Further, ideally, the results of comparative and intercultural 

investigations should be reported in at least two unrelated languages so as to balance 

the dominance of the native language(s) of the interpreter(s). In any case the NNSSL-

principle aims to avoid the suggestion that the community of contemporary philoso-

phers should work together on one ideal language suitable for its interpretative 

purposes or, even worse, an implicit agreement to communicate in one shared domi-

nant (world) language. 

In this paper we have focused on FR-concepts and FR-extension. Family resem-

blance is also central to another necessary condition of interpretation. Interpretation 

would not be possible if there would not be mutually recognisable human practices. 

Family resemblance of forms of life (traditions) must be presupposed, which super-

venes on the most basic assumption that “the other” is a human being, living in 

communities and having a learnable language. That is to say, both the family resem-

blance of forms of life and the possibility of FR-extension of conceptual schemes 

across traditions are grounded in (hypothesised) mutually recognisable human prac-

tices. A more detailed discussion about fact and necessity of mutual recognition of 

human practices has to wait for another occasion. 

 

 

We would like to thank the two anonymous reviewers for their meticulous and per-

ceptive readings of an earlier version of this paper and for providing numerous 
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