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''Count Nouns, Mass Nouns and Translatability. The Case of Tibetan Buddhist Logical 
Literature'' 

 

The problem is the following. Subject terms (chos can) in Tibetan Collected Topics arguments, 
like vase (bum pa), tree (shing), knowable thing (shes bya), non-red (dmar po ma yin pa), good 
reason (rtags yang dag) and many, many, others are often not translatable by the count nouns 
they would seem to require in a Western target language – ''a vase'', ''some/all vases'', ''this vase,'' 
''some/all/a/the good reason,'' 'some/all/a/one/the knowable thing,'' ''some/all/a/one non-red 
thing,'' and so on. Such count noun translations would not preserve truth. Two examples will 
have to suffice. Here and in what follows I've put the grammatically problematic English terms 
in italics: 

(1) "Non-red (dmar po ma yin pa) is permanent, because there are common bases between 
permanent and it (khyod dang rtag pa'i gzhi mthun yod pa'i phyir)'' 

Comment: The same example can be constructed with knowable thing, good reason, and many 
other entities; the reason is a usual one in bsdus grwa to prove that something is permanent. The 
point of ''Y having a common basis with X'' is that there are cases of Y which are also cases of X. 
There are non-red things that are permanent,  e.g., space (nam mkha' = Skt. ākāśa). 1 

(2) "Defining characteristic (mtshan nyid = Skt. lakṣaṇa) [of anything] is not a defining 
characteristic (mtshan nyid mtshan nyid ma yin), because it has a defining characteristic and is 
thus a definiendum (mtshon bya= Skt. lakṣya)."2 

Comment: Defining characteristic itself is defined as what satisfies the three criteria for a 
substantial property (rdzas yod chos gsum tshang ba) and is thus itself something that can be 
defined, i.e., a mtshon bya.  

 

                                                
1 See e.g. bsDus grwa brjed tho, p. 5: dmar po ma yin pa chos can / rtag pa yin par thal / khyod dang rtag pa'i gzhi 
mthun yod pa'i phyir ''Take non-red as the subject; it follows that it is permanent, because there is a common basis 
between permanent and it''. Cf. Rwa stod bsdus grwa p. 116: ma byas pa chos can / der thal / rtag pa yin na / khyod 
dang rtag pa'i gzhi mthun yod pa'i phyir ''Take non-produced as the subject; it follows that there is a common basis 
between permanent and it, because if anything is permanent, then it there is a common basis between it and 
permanent.''   
2 See e.g. Yongs 'dzin bsdus grwa (chung) f. 9b: dngos po'i mtshan nyid chos can / mtshan nyid ma yin par thal / 
mtshon bya yin pa'i phyir / "Take defining characteristic of entity as the subject; it follows that it is not a defining 
characteristic, because it is a definiendum [i.e. something to be defined].'' 


