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Excavated Documents and the Problem of
Predicate in Early China:

Taking the Sentence “Shiwei” (/Z18) as an Example

Zhao Kuang

Abstract

In the unearthed documents of Huang Lao and Shushu (AR%{) , there are a large
number of sentences marked with “Shiwei”, which often express strong judgmental mean-
ing. A similar phenomenon can be found in other classics. This kind of judgment sen-
tence is highly related to the sentence formation which is marked by several solidified
terms such as “Zhiwei” (Zi8) , “Weizhi” (GF2Z) , “Wei” CH) , “Yue” (E) , etc.,
and is more strengthened than the judgment sentence ending with the word “Ye” (3) .
The terms “Weizhi” and “Yue” have been fully represented as specialized terms of ex-
egesis in Erya ({/RHE) ) , while their grammatical status is similar to that of copulas
in judgment sentences. In ancient Chinese, the character “Wei” has been regarded as a
copula. Based on the examples found in extant literature, it can be understood that the
general using of copulas in pre-Qin judgment sentences lies in indicating the existence of
a predicative relationship. The discussion surrounding the usage of copulas constitutes
the core problem domain of ancient Greek metaphysics and has long been viewed as a
key difference between Chinese and Western philosophy. Through the study of copulas
in ancient Chinese, it is evident that although the Western subject-predicate structure is
absent in ancient Chinese, this does not hinder pre-Qin philosophy from raising the uni-
versal metaphysical question of how to correctly describe things, which is started from
“Ming” (%) or naming.

Zhao Kuang Institute of Philosophy, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
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