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Abstract

This project explores the great
controversy over language pragmatics in the
Pre-Qin era, with the aim of constructing the
early history of Chinese semiotics. Semiotic
thinking in general can be born when people
become aware of the discrepancy and tension
among different uses of language. This
awareness and its expression are often
enacted dramatically in the controversy of
discourse. The discursive polemics in Pre-
Qin China centers around the contention of
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logic and rhetoric, quite similar to the fortune
of the trivium in the medieval West.
Traditionally known as the Great Debate on
Name and Substance, the controversy should
be understood as a phenomenon of language
pragmatics. Those who participate in the
Debate fail to communicate with one another
because there is a discrepancy between
encoding and decoding. Their polemics
helps to create a textual space that includes
the hidden agenda of semiotics.
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To write about ancient esoteric texts at PRAGMA99 near the end of the second
millenium seems out of joint and needs justification. However, there is a mysterious
link between the texts | shall be dealing with and the present occasion. In circa 200
A.D. of the Christian era (House, 1980), one of the acknowledged precursors of
semiotics, Sextus Empiricus, used the word pragra (pragma) for the signified
(shmainormenon) of linguistic sign (Adversus Mathematicos, 8.12, or in Loeb, Against
the Logicians, 2.12). According to the sceptic, or his account of the Stoics, a sign
consists of two parts. the shnainon, and the shmainomenon--an opposition not
unlike that proposed by Saussure in the 1910s. As with Saussur€'s distinction of
signifiant and signifié the shnmainon is the phonic part of speech, and the
shmainonenonis what is indicated by the signifier, namely, pragma. Although
pragma is “the actual thing,” it exists only as a sign function and should not be
confused with the real thing or “the thing existing” (¢t ugcanon) beyond the confines
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