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Understanding as a type of knowledge: Evidence from Mandarin and Cantonese

Abstract
The knowledge account of understanding is challenged by cases in which understanding is
provided by idealisations that are approximately true yet strictly false. ‘Understand’ in
English has both factive and non-factive uses, also casting doubts on whether understanding
is a type of knowledge. Understanding exhibits both factive and non-factive features in its
linguistic uses and attribution, which I call the factivity tension of understanding. This paper
conducts a linguistic investigation of the use of ‘understand’ in Mandarin and Cantonese to
examine the factivity tension and further defend the knowledge account. The linguistic
investigation suggests that ‘understand’ is only used as a non-factive when it denotes the
process of understanding, which is trying to understand some true content via some non-
factive basis. Understanding can only be achieved by such a process when the target content
is true, and the basis is approximately accurate. Since knowledge also allows approximately
accurate but strictly false bases, understanding and knowledge stand or fall together. The

factivity tension does not reject the knowledge account of understanding

Keywords: understanding, knowledge, explanation, cognitive factives, truth

Data availability: All linguistic examples are drawn from publicly available language
corpora—Corpus of News on the Web (NOW): https://www.english-corpora.org/now/ and the
Center for Chinese Linguistics (CCL) Corpus: http://ccl.pku.edu.cn:8080/ccl corpus/

1 INTRODUCTION

One main view of understanding in the current literature is the knowledge account—
understanding is a type of knowledge (Grimm, 2006; Kelp, 2015; Riaz, 2015; Sliwa, 2015).
This knowledge account faces a persistent challenge arising from what I call the factivity
tension of understanding: both our ordinary attributions of understanding and the use of the
verb ‘understand’ in everyday English display a mixture of factive and non-factive features.
The paper examines the factivity tension through a linguistic investigation of words translated
as ‘understand’ in Cantonese and Mandarin, based on which I defend a novel knowledge

account against the factivity tension.
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The factivity tension is first exhibited in our attributions of understanding. On the one
hand, we cannot attribute understanding if the content is massively mistaken. One does not
understand that Donald Trump is the Prime Minister of the UK, since he is not. Nor does one
understand why humans need food if one believes that food merely provides good luck that
enables survival. On the other hand, understanding might include falsehoods (de Regt, 2017,
Doyle et al., 2019; Elgin, 2007). We understand the behaviour of actual gases based on the
ideal gas model, which is approximately true but strictly false in terms of actual gases. Children
believe that human beings evolved from gorillas, though this is false; we nevertheless attribute
an understanding of evolution to them (Elgin 2007). Non-factivists conclude that understanding
is non-factive and thus is not a type of knowledge (Elgin 2007).

A parallel tension arises in daily language. In English, ‘understand’ exhibits both
factive and non-factive uses. In constructions such as ‘S understands that p’, ‘S understands
why p’, and ‘S understands O’, the complements are entailed to be true or real. However,
‘understand’ also has four non-factive constructions: (1) ‘S understands A as B’; (2) “What S
understands is that p’; (3) ‘The way S understands O’; and (4) ‘S’s understanding is that p’.
Other factive verbs, such as ‘know’, ‘discover’, and ‘realise’, do not have these non-factive
uses. Why does “understand’ have factive and non-factive uses?

This paper examines the factivity tension by conducting a linguistic investigation of
‘understand’ in Cantonese and Mandarin. Different from ‘understand’ in English, Cantonese
and Mandarin both have two words that are translated as ‘understand’, one is strictly factive,
and the other allows the same non-factive uses as ‘understand’ in English. A further
investigation into different uses of the two words suggests a state-process distinction of
understanding. ‘Understand’ is used as a factive verb when it denotes the state of understanding.
The state of understanding is a factive mental state towards some true target content. The target
content of understanding that p is the true proposition that p. The target content of
understanding why p is correct answers of why p. The target content of understanding of O is
true propositions related to O. By contrast, ‘understand’ can be used as a non-factive when it
denotes the process of understanding. The process of understanding is trying to understand the
target content based on some background idea or beliefs that might be false. Such a process
can only succeed in achieving the state of understanding (so that we can replace the non-factive
Chinese verb with the factive one) if the basis is accurate enough. For instance, one might use
the energy balance model (as the basis) to understand that global warming is caused by

greenhouse gases (the dedy8target content). As the model is strictly false but accurate enough
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in terms of the real climate system, the process succeeds, and the state of understanding is
achieved.

The linguistic investigation suggests that understanding is a three-place relationship
between the subject, the target content, and the basis. While the target content must be true, the
basis might only be approximately accurate but strictly false. Understanding thus does not
require that knowledge of some true target content plus knowledge of true theories, models, or
other types of representations as its basis. Rather, understanding is knowledge of the target
content that is achieved upon an accurate enough basis. At the same time, bases that are not
accurate enough cannot achieve understanding. I further argue that, as knowledge can be based
on an accurate but strictly false basis as well, understanding and knowledge both tolerate
strictly false bases, the factivity tension cannot reject the knowledge account.

This paper defends the knowledge account specifically against the factivity tension. It
does not address other challenges in the literature, such as whether understanding is compatible
with epistemic luck (Hills, 2016; Pritchard, 2016) or whether understanding is a type of
inferential competence rather than propositional knowledge (Hills, 2016). Nevertheless, it is
worth noting that inferential competence can be exercised to completely false content: for
example, one may draw inferences from misinformation while still failing to achieve any
understanding, since the content is false. The examination of the factivity tension in this paper
also offers suggestions to proponents of the competence account, suggesting the need to add a
truth condition to their account understanding.

Section 2 lists the factive and non-factive uses of ‘understand’ in English. Section 3
introduces the Mandarin and Cantonese words translated as ‘understand’. Sections 4 and 5
examine their factive and non-factive constructions, respectively. Section 6 argues that the
word that denotes the state of understanding is always factive, whereas the word that denotes
the process of understanding has both factive and non-factive uses, indicating that the state of
understanding is a factive mental state achieved through the process of trying to understand
some true content via a non-factive basis. Section 7 uses the state—process distinction to defend
the knowledge account of understanding.

This analysis is based on the following corpora. Examples of ‘understand’ in English
are taken from Corpus of News on the Web (NOW) (Davies, 2016), a corpus that contains 10
billion words from web-based newspapers and magazines. Mandarin examples are taken from
the Centre for Chinese Linguistics Online Corpus (CCL) (The Center for Chinese Linguistics
(CCL) Corpus, 2009). For Cantonese, due to the limited size of its corpora at this moment,

examples are selected from posts on LIHKG (https://lihkg.com/), one of the most widely used
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online discussion forums in Hong Kong.! I have also sought confirmation on acceptability
judgments from native Mandarin and Cantonese speakers.

There are two reasons to include evidence from Mandarin and Cantonese. First, they are
extensively different from English. Second, Mandarin and Cantonese also differ significantly
from each other in terms of grammar and vocabulary. While Mandarin and Cantonese are
related, they aren’t mutually comprehensible. It has been debated whether they should be
considered distinct dialects of a single language or separate languages.? A linguistic study
covering English, Mandarin, and Cantonese can therefore provide more cross-linguistically

robust insights into the nature of understanding.

2 FACTIVE AND NON-FACTIVE USES OF ‘UNDERSTAND’ IN ENGLISH

If ‘S ®s that p’ entails that p, @ is a factive verb.® Although linguists and philosophers typically
treat ‘understand’ as factive, its factivity is more mixed than is often assumed. On the one hand,
in some constructions, ‘understand’ is strictly a factive verb and always entails its complements.
‘S understands that p’ always entails that p. ‘S understands why p’ entails that p is true, and
that S has correct answers to why p. ‘S understands the object O’ entails that O exists. I will
call these three constructions the basic factive constructions of ‘understand’.

When ‘understand’ triggers factivity entailment in ‘S understands that p’, it cannot be

cancelled, as shown in the following examples:
(1) # Anna understands that her friend is upset, but in fact, her friend is not upset.
The following sentences are also infelicitous:

(2) # Judy understands why global warming happens, though there is no global

warming

! Our Cantonese data are drawn exclusively from data collected in Hong Kong. Cantonese is not a homogeneous
variety but comprises several major sub-varieties that differ to some extent in grammar and vocabulary. For
example, Cantonese spoken in Guangxi Province, China, diverges substantially from the one used in Hong
Kong. Due to the limited time and space, this paper focuses only on Guangfu Cantonese, the type of Cantonese
widely spoken in Guangdong Province, Macau, and Hong Kong.

2 There are concerns about how Mandarin has been influenced by European languages regarding its vocabulary,
grammar, and speaking styles. Grammatical similarities between Mandarin and English may be a consequence
of such a process. However, Cantonese preserves an extensive range of traditional styles of Chinese, including
vocabulary and syntactic structure widely used in ancient Chinese. I will not get into details about these
differences. But, given such concerns about Mandarin, I will include both Mandarin and Cantonese in my
research for more convincing and diversified results.

3 Here, I will only discuss entailment but not presuppositions. I will not discuss whether the predicate will still
trigger presuppositions under negation, questioning, and embedding under antecedents.
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(3) # Judy understands why global warming happens, though he thought global

warming is caused by too much oxygen in the atmosphere.
(4) # James understands the President of the UK.

‘Understand’ is used strictly as a factive in ‘S understands that p’, ‘S understands why p’, and
‘S understands O’.

On the other hand, ‘understand’ and ‘understanding’ have four non-factive
constructions: (1) “What S understands is that p’; (2) ‘S understands A as B’; (3) ‘the way S
understands O’; and (4) ‘S’s understanding is wrong’. Here, I will take the most general sense
of ‘defactualization’ and call factive verbs that are used as non-factive in certain constructions
or occasions as being defactualized. ‘Understand’ and ‘understanding’ are defactualized in
those four constructions.

First, ‘What S understands is that p’ does not always entail that p. Consider the

following example:
Pseudo-cleft construction:

(5) I asked him (a client) what had happened. “My boss told me I was stupid,” he
said... He replied, “We discussed a project I was working on; I gave him my
views, and he said my idea was a ‘no-brainer’.” I explained that ‘no-brainer’ in
America is a slang expression meaning ‘complete agreement’. However, this
commonly used US expression had been taken literally by my client, who is from
Asia, and what he understood was that his boss thought he had no brain! (Chan,
2014)

The client mistakenly believes that his boss thought he had no brain. The writer knows that he
misinterprets his boss’s words, yet the writer still uses the word ‘understand’.
Second, ‘S understands A as B’ does not always entail that A is B. I will call it as

construction. See the following example:
As construction:

(6) There were those who believed that oil production would peak and begin to
decline in the face of high global demand. This is essentially the peak oil
argument, which many laymen mistakenly understand as ‘The world is running
out of oil’. (NOW: Oil Price.Com, 2020)

The writer indicates that the peak oil argument should not be interpreted as running out of oil.

However, many laymen mistakenly took it as such.
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The third non-factive construction is ‘the way S understands O’. I will call it the-way

construction. Consider the example below:
The-way construction:

(7) To lose the earthly, however, is not in itself to despair, yet that is precisely what
this person speaks of and calls despair. What he says is in a sense true, but not in
the way he understands it. He is turned around and what he says must be
understood backwards. In other words, he stands there pointing to something that
is not despair (e.g. a loss of some kind), explaining that he is in despair, and yes,
sure enough, the despair is going on behind him but unawares. (Provocations,

2007)

The writer holds that the subject is indeed in despair, but for reasons other than those the subject
takes himself to have. The subject is right about him being in despair. But the way he
‘understands’ his despair is wrong.

Finally, ‘S’s understanding is wrong’ is also felicitous. I call this the nominalisation

construction:
Nominalisation construction:

(8) He says students often share Trump's intuitive thinking about the economy, and
one of the big challenges that professors face is convincing them that their
understanding is wrong. (NOW: BBC, 2025)

‘Understand’ has factive and non-factive constructions. However, not all factives can
be defactualized in the above ways. For instance, we cannot replace ‘understand’ with ‘know’
in the above examples. ‘What S knows/realises/discovers/ is that p’ always entails p. Sentences
such as ‘A is mistakenly ~ known/realised/discovered as B’; ‘S’s
knowledge/realisation/discovery is wrong’. ‘Something is true, but not in the way S S
knows/realises/discovers it’ is infelicitous.

How to explain the factive and non-factive uses of ‘understand’? ‘Understand’ is not a
non-factive verb, as ‘S understands that p’ entails that p. However, ‘understand’ also has a
range of non-factive constructions that other factive verbs, such as ‘know’, ‘discover’, and
‘realise’, do not share. How should we explain the special uses of ‘understand’? and more
importantly, at a metaphysical level, does understanding hold a truth condition the same as

knowledge?
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3 ‘KNOW’ AND ‘UNDERSTAND’ IN MANDARIN AND CANTONESE

In Mandarin, the verb ‘know’ is translated into zhiddo %03&.* In Cantonese, ‘know’ is translated
as zil #/zildou3 ¥N38.> Zil ¥ and zildou3 #13& are interchangeable in Cantonese. In the
following discussion, zhidao #1318 in Mandarin will be abbreviated as Zm, and ‘zi/ %0/zildou3
%03 in Cantonese will be abbreviated as Z., where ‘m’ stands for Mandarin and ‘c’ for
Cantonese.

In Mandarin, ‘understand’ is translated as /iji¢ 3£#% or mingbai BER. Both lijie IR fi#
and mingbdi BIE in Mandarin are disyllabic compounds. Disyllabic compounds are very
common in Mandarin Chinese—they make up more than 80 per cent of Chinese words (Lee,
2022). Disyllabic compound words are composed of two or more characters as their morphemic
constituents. In English, the semantic relation between compounds and their constituents may
or may not be transparent (Marslen-Wilson et al., 1994; Sandra, 1990). The semantic meaning
of ‘classroom’ is transparent: it is derived from the meaning of its constituents ‘class’ and
‘room’. But the meanings of ‘butterfly’ and ‘corner’ are not obviously related to their
constituents. By contrast, compounds in Chinese always have high semantic transparency—
the constituent characters of Chinese compound words are semantic units carrying a part of the
meaning of the compound words, and the meaning of the compound is always derived from its
constituents. Recent neurolinguistic research further shows that Chinese compound word
recognition relies on recognising the meaning of its morphemic constituents (Huang et al., 2011;
Lee, 2022; Tsai et al., 2006). Experiments using ERP measures show that, when reading
Chinese disyllabic compounds, a range of words that have the same first constituent character
are activated to support the reader in recognising the meaning of the compounds.

Lijié Y8 and mingbdi BA R, while both are translated as ‘understand’, have different
morphemic constituents. For /iji¢ Z2fi#’, its first constituent ‘/i ¥’ denotes ‘the grain of jade’,
‘reason’, or ‘rationality’. ‘Li 32, used as a single word, originally denotes the natural grain or
texture of jade, and is further metaphorically extended to denote ‘reason’ or ‘rationality’®. For
instance, we can say ‘She refuses to stay up overnight to finish the work, because staff should

not work overtime; this is the /i 38 (the reason)’. A natural translation is ‘The reason why she

4 The only exception is that ‘know’ in the sense of ‘know someone as an acquaintance’ is translated as ‘renshi
(5.

5 The exception is that ‘know’ used in ‘know how’ and ‘know someone as an acquaintance’ are both translated
as ‘sik (70’

® This metaphorical use may be less intuitive outside a Chinese cultural context. In classical Chinese thought,
jade was frequently used as a metaphor for the morally and culturally cultivated gentleman. The smooth and
warm texture of jade represents the virtue of humility; the clear, resonant sound of jade represents gentlemen’s
artistic tastes; and its grain or pattern (/i &) represents gentlemen’s reasoning ability or good judgments. In this
cultural context, /i 2 as the natural grain or texture of jade, was later metaphorically used to denote reason or
rationality.
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refuses to stay up overnight to finish the work is that staff should not work overtime’. As a
morphemic constituent, ‘/i ¥’ can be used in ‘jidngli 32’ (talking-reasons; being reasonable),
‘lixing ¥B1%’ (reason-nature; rationality), ‘daoli I8’ (road-reason; reasons), and * lilun 32 iR’
(reason-argue; theory). As for the second constituent, ‘jié fi#> denotes ‘untie’ ‘solve’ and
‘explain’. ‘Jié fi#’ as a single word originally denotes ‘untie’ (e.g. a button, or a belt), and
further metaphorically denotes ‘solve’ (e.g. a puzzle) and ‘explain’ (a situation). ‘Jié fi#’, as a
morphemic constituent, can be used in compound words such as ‘jiéjué &R’ (solve-decide;
solve), ‘jiéshi f#F¥E> (explain-explain; explain), ‘jidngjié B (talk-explain; to explain orally),
‘qiijié Bifi#> (mistake-explain; fo misinterpret/to deliberately distort). Taken morpheme by
morpheme, ‘/ijié Ef#> can be glossed as ‘reason-explain’. A relevant word is ‘lijieli EBfE 11°
(reason-explain-power), denoting the ability of understanding.

‘Mingbai BB’ consists of two morphemic constituents—‘ming B’ and ‘bdi B’. ‘ming
BR’, as a single word, denotes brightness. It can be used in compound words such as ‘mingliang
BAS’ (bright-bright; bright), and ‘mingyué BA R~ (bright-moon; moon). ‘Bdi B’ as a single
word denotes whiteness. It has a synonymous compound word ‘bdise B’ (white-color;
white). In Classical Chinese, ‘bdi B’ also denotes the light of sunrise. ‘Mingbdi BAE’ can be
glossed as ‘bright-white’. ‘Mingbdi BIR’ is a polysemy: it means ‘understanding’ and ‘clear’.
For instance, ‘S mingbdi something’ can be translated as ‘S understands something’.
‘Something is mingbdi’ can be translated as ‘Something is clear’. For instance, we can say ‘the
situation is very mingbdi’ (the situation is very clear.)

In Cantonese, ‘understand’ can be translated as ‘lei5gaai2 ¥’ or ‘ming4baak6 BAR’.
‘lei5gaai2 BBFR " and ‘lijie BBFR ", and ‘ming4baak6 BB’ and ‘mingbdi BAR ", are pairs of
different pronunciations of the same words ¥ ## and BAR. ‘lei5gaai2 ¥f#> and ‘ming4baak6
BAR’ are disyllabic compounds as well. Disyllabic compounds are slightly less common in
Cantonese, but still make up the majority of Cantonese words. In Cantonese, ‘leiSgaai2 ¥Rf#’
can be glossed as ‘reason-explain’, and ‘ming4baak6 BAE’ can be glossed as ‘bright-white’.
The only difference is that ‘ming4 BA” only denotes brightness in Mandarin, but in Cantonese,
it denotes understanding as well, as a synonym of ‘ming4baak6 BAR’.

As suggested by linguistic studies, Chinese compounds and their morphemic
constituents have a semantically transparent relationship. Compound words recognition relies
on recognising the meaning of their constituents. To preserve this feature of Chinese while
maintaining a smooth reading experience for readers unfamiliar with the language, from now

on, I will write ‘/iji¢ B2fi#> as ‘reason-explainm’, ‘mingbdi BAE " as ‘bright-whitew’, leiSgaail
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HfZ> as ‘reason-explaine’, and ‘ming4baak6 BAR’ as ‘bright-white.’. Here, ‘m’ stands for
Mandarin, and ‘¢’ stands for Cantonese.
In the following sections, I will discuss the linguistic uses of reason-explain, and

bright-whiten in Mandarin, and reason-explainc and bright-white. in Cantonese.

4 FACTIVE ENTAILMENT IN MANDARIN AND CANTONESE

In Mandarin and Cantonese, there is also a distinction between factive and non-factive verbs.
Zm. and Z. (know) are also considered as representatives of factive verbs (X. Zhang, 2020). In

Mandarin, Zn, entails its complement to be true, as the following sentence is infelicitous:
O #88E HME Sf@E FE T,
Daisy Zm outside be.at rain
BEE B ##sE H# KRE TEW
but fact COP outside and not  rain
Daisy knows that it is raining outside, but the fact is that it is not raining
outside.

Z. in Cantonese entails its complement as well. See the following example:

(10)# EFE 4N HE SRR,

Daisy Z. outside rain PROG

in fact outside have not  rain
Daisy knows that it is raining outside; in fact, it is not raining outside.

‘Understand’ is also a factive in ‘S understands that p’ in Mandarin and Cantonese.
First, reason-explainm and bright-whiten in Mandarin is factive in ‘S understands that p’ and

that p cannot be cancelled.

(1)#h  ERAZ/BAE

She  reason-explainm/bright-whitem

it RN AE

arts originate from  life ,

B & Ik &R HEYS AE
but arts  not necessarily originate from life ,
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# She understands that arts originate from life, but arts do not necessarily

originate from life.

Also, it is infelicitous to say ‘S reason-explaine/ bright-white. p but p is not true’ in

Cantonese:
(12)# 1B  EfiE/BE

She reason-explainc/bright-white.

] =) 23
the other person have difficulty
B HE 3] Zal BER

but  actually  the other person do not have difficulty

# She understands the other person is in a difficult situation, but actually the other

person is not in a difficult situation.

All versions of ‘understand’ in Cantonese and Mandarin are factives in ‘S understands that
p’. Plus, they are also factives in ‘S understands why p’ and ‘S understands O’ and their

complements cannot be cancelled.

5 NON-FACTIVE CONSTRUCTIONS OF REASON-EXPLAIN

Reason-explainm and reason-explain. share the same four non-factive constructions as

‘understand’ in English.

5.1 Pseudo-cleft construction

5.1.1  Pseudo-cleft construction in Mandarin

Reason-explainy in pseudo-cleft constructions does not trigger factivity-entailment. Pseudo-
cleft sentences in Mandarin are constructed differently than in English: they involve
nominalisation (the same as a headless relative clause) and a copular structure—clause + de
(nominalisation/relative clause marker NR) + copula shi + complement (Lam, 2018; Li &
Thompson, 1981; Tao, 2022). In the case of reason-explainm, the structure is ‘S reason-explainm
NR COP complement, which can be translated as ‘What S understands is that p’.

An article criticising views that blame everything on American imperialism writes:

(13)Mm ftaf] ZRAZ M 2,
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So they  reason-explainm NR COP
M ISIS # e,

from ISIS GEN  formation,

I RRE M EE F4d,

to  Ukraine NR those event

ES TEEE #H = 88
American imperialism  all need  responsible

HiWAN & ¥EH 1 seB1%E =0 {E1a] 804 (CCL: Zibenzhuyi Weihe
Ji Yilai Minzuzhuyi, You Bei Minzuzhuyi Wajie, 2020)

other not have any autonomy or any motivation.

So what they understand is that from the formation of ISIS to these events in

Ukraine, US imperialism is responsible for all of them, while others do not have

any autonomy or motivation.

(48R, %£4 B B H BEBEBRF B E
Hufeng Mr. SUO reason-explain, NR  free competition actuallly
RZE EE INREL. IINIRAN BiEM4 BH mMB

just consolidating small groups. small cliques unconditional freemdom just
8. = HE EHY BHE

This definitely is not what correct free competition

{ai

What Mr. Hufeng understands of free competition actually is just consolidating
the unconditional freedom of small groups and cliques, this definitely is not what

correct sense of free competition.

As indicated in the context, the writer means that US imperialism is not the only responsible
party; others are also responsible because they also have the autonomy of making their own
decision, or motivations for getting involved. What they reason-explainn, is that p, but it is
indicated in the context that the writer takes that p to be false.

Note that reason-explainm cannot be replaced by Zm (know) in the above example. We
cannot say ‘what S Zn, is that p and that p is not true’. Reason-explainm cannot be replaced by
bright-whiten, either. While bright-whiten can be used in pseudo-cleft constructions, ‘What S
bright-whiten is that p” always entails that p. If we replace reason-explainm, with bright-whitenm,

the sentence becomes infelicitous.
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Examples (13) and (14) cannot be changed into the form of ‘S reason-explainy that p’.
For instance, ‘they understand that from the formation of ISIS to these events in Ukraine, US
imperialism is responsible for all of them’ is infelicitous, as ‘from the formation of ISIS to
these events in Ukraine, US imperialism is responsible for all of them’ is not true.

Also, reason-explainy, can be used in the negation of pseudo-cleft construction. The
construction is ‘not S reason-explainm NR’ (not S understand of). Its direct translation is ‘Not
what we understand is that p’. Its meaning is that ‘what we understand is that p, but this is
wrong/not the case’. For instance, in Mandarin, we can say, ‘Not what we hope is that he left’.
It means that what we hope is that he left, but in fact, he did not leave. ‘Not what he thought
was that he would pass the exam.’ It means that what he thought was that he would pass the
exam, but in fact he did not. For non-factive verbs v, we can say ‘Not what S vs is that p’,
meaning that ‘What S vs is that p, but in fact, not-p’. However, while reason-explainy is not a

non-factive term, ‘Not what S reason-explainy, is that p’ is also common:

(15EFZ  FHM EE i)
Not we reason-explainm NR

Hh AL = A oo KR A

position  high  people to position low people

i T~ B 1231, (CCL: Wo Xiang Shizhe Lijie Zhege Shijie, 2014)
then not saying polite

What we understood is that people with higher status would be
impolite to people with lower status. But this is not the case.

Here, what S reason-explainy, is that p, but p is not true. The writer now realised that people
with a higher status would not be impolite to people with a lower status. However, what the
writer believed previously was that people with a higher status would be impolite to people
with a lower status.

Neither Zim nor bright-whitem can be used in ‘Not what S ®s is that p’. It is infelicitous
to say ‘Not what S knows (Zn) is that p° or ‘Not what S bright-whiten is that p’.

5.1.2  Pseudo-cleft construction in Cantonese

As for Cantonese, reason-explain in a pseudo-cleft construction also fails to trigger a factivity

entailment. See the following example.

(16)1E Efiz 17 S £
He reason-explainc NR COP
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BT E T 45,

tens of millions  should equally share,
B KREE BRiE  MEE
with  our thought different.

What he understands is that tens of millions of dollars should be
shared equally, which is different from our thoughts.

The speaker means that the money should not be shared equally, and the person (whom the

speaker referred to as ‘he’) is wrong in thinking that the money should be shared equally.
Also, just like reason-explain, in Mandarin, reason-explain. can be used in the negation

of a pseudo-cleft sentence--‘not S reason-explainc NR’, which can be translated as ‘Not what

S understands that p’ or ‘what S understands is that p, and this is wrong.’

(A7)FEF BC B & oH B - A,

Ask  self why would so perceive some  people,

7  wlee  MER R HEEE M ORHER?
whether possible not you  reason-explainc NR so?

Ask yourself why you would perceive some people in such a way and
would it be possible that (the actual cases) are different from what you
understand.

Same as Mandarin, only reason-explainc can be used in ‘Not what S vs is that p’. Z and bright-
white. cannot be used in this construction. We cannot say ‘Not what S knows (Z.) is that p’,

nor ‘Not what S bright-white. is that p’.

5.2 As-construction

5.2.1 As-construction in Mandarin

Another non-factive construction of reason-explainm is ‘S reason-explainn A as B’. In
Mandarin, ‘S takes A reason-explainy as B’ is translated as ‘S understand A as B’. ‘A is reason-
explainm as B’ is translated as ‘A is understood as B’. Both constructions may fail to trigger a

factivity-entailment:

(18)#%F  FEHIE 28 E2ES
Take death penalty — meaning only
e & HE Hdn
reason-explainm as take away life
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it ALMET. (W.Zhang, 2006)
is  incomplete.

It is incomplete to understand the meaning of death penalty as taking

away life.

(19eff # =m BE
They take all-around  development
iy ] Ty R
reason-explainm as equal development
ZMRT (@S #= 8 (CCL: Shiwen Sixing, 2006)

ignore individual  difference

They understand all-around development as equal development and

thus ignore individual differences.

From the writers’ perspective, the meaning of the death penalty should not be taken as taking
away life; all-around development should not be taken as equal development. Nevertheless,
reason-explainy is still used.

Note that in Mandarin, as construction only allows non-factive verbs, or defactualized
verbs.” ‘Know’ (Zm), ‘discover’ (faxian #2E]), ‘prove’ (zhéngming §5BH) cannot be used in as
constructions. ‘Understand’ (reason-explain), ‘see’(shi f&/kan &), and ‘explain’ (jiéshi fRFE)
can be used in as constructions, but they do not entail that ‘A is B’. ‘S reason-
explainm/sees/explains A as B’ does not entail that A is B.

In Mandarin, knows (Zm) and bright-whiten cannot be defactualized and thus cannot be

used in as constructions. ‘S knows (Zn) A as B’ and ‘S bright-whiten, A as B’ are infelicitous.

7 Note that in English ‘S Vs A as B’ can take either factive or non-factive verbs. For a factive verb F, F may or
may not be defactualized. First, non-factive verbs, such as ‘consider’ can be used in ‘S considers A as B’. Second,
for some factive verbs such as ‘know’, ‘discover’, and ‘prove’, ‘S knows/discovers/proves A as B’ entails that A
is B. ‘We all know Branden as Dr K.’ entails that ‘Branden is Dr K.”” ‘He discovered her as an artist with great
potential’ entails that ‘She is an artist with great potential.” ‘She proved herself to be the best player’ entails that
‘She was the best player.” However, for some factive verbs, such as ‘understand’, ‘see’, and ‘explain’, their as
constructions do not entail that A is B. For instance, in an article criticising leftism, the writer says °...leftists
understand politics as a conflict to mobilize the political willpower to implement the objective interests of the
oppressed.” In the context, the writer argues that politics should not be taken as a conflict to mobilize the political
willpower to implement the objective interests of the oppressed and that leftism is wrong. Here, ‘S understands A
as B’ does not entail that A is B. °S sees A as B’ does not entail that A is B either. For instance, ‘He sees a violent
future as destined’ does not entail the existence of a violent future. In English, for a factive verb F, ‘S Fs A as B’
may or may not entail that ‘A is B’. Some factives verbs remain to be used as a factive in S Fs A as B’, while
others do not.
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5.2.2 As-construction in Cantonese

In Cantonese, the ‘S reason-explainc A as B’ in Cantonese is not factive either:

(20) KR g fE 2 BEFRE
The public not should take  reference glyphs
HEE 1 - R
reason-explaine as only standard

The public should not understand reference glyphs as the only

standard.

The same as Mandarin, ‘S knows (Z¢) A as B’ is infelicitous in Cantonese. We cannot say ‘S

bright-whitem A as B’ either.

5.3 The-way construction

5.3.1  The-way construction in Mandarin

‘The/this way S reason-explain, O’ in Mandarin is non-factive as well. ‘S believes that p, this
way to reason-explainy (O) is wrong/not right/ improper’ is very common in Mandarin. In the
1503 results of ‘this way to understand’ in CCL corpus, there are 36 results of ‘this way to
reason-explain, is wrong/not right/ improper’, 63 results of ‘this way to reason-explainm is

right?’, and a lot of cases where it is indicated in the context that the way to understand O is

wrong. See the following examples:
CHEAN A RE L
think

Some as long as wear

B RE SE

or aslongas glasses lenses

pt ¥ ¢ 0
Ignored optometry  and
X1F iz =
this way  reason-explainm is

Rz WAH A &S

glasses eyesight has

= A o AL

is  qualified is okay

[5EE ) EEM,

dispensing NR importance
TE g1xAY

totally  wrong

improved
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XTI Eiviy v 0 [k B EFEE., (CCL,online
forum, 2010)

Relatively speaking optometry and  dispensing more important

Some think that as long as the eyesight is improved by wearing glasses or as long
as the lenses of the glasses are qualified, it will be fine, ignoring the importance of
optometry and dispensing. This way of thinking (lit., This way to understand) is

totally wrong. Relatively speaking, optometry and dispensing are more important.

(22)BE5A 2 X RiE N m’E  BEE
Given that no  regulation insurance company not need to compensate
Azt FEE S, ME |, B L) TRES ?
then should compensate, so this way reason-explainm proper?
B @ #E [RE £F,
First  from logic  principle look,

L iz = EIREHN...

This way  reason-explaingy is  groundless...

HRX E 1 F &8 MEE AR (CCL: Wuzhen,
2011)

Second this also not in accordance with legislator intention

Given that no regulation [states that] the insurance company need not pay

compensay, they do have to pay: is this way of thinking (lit., way to understand)

proper? First, from the perspective of logical principle, this understanding is

groundless... Second, this is not in accordance with the legislator’s intention.
‘The/this way S reason-explainm O’ is a non-factive construction. It is felicitous to say ‘The/this
way S reason-explainm O is wrong’. By contrast, ‘The/this way to bright-whitem O is wrong’ is
infelicitous. Zm cannot be used in such a way as well. ‘The way S Zn O i1s wrong’ is also

infelicitous.®

8 “In English, ‘the way S understands O’ has two denotations: it may denote the means one understands O (e.g.
the way she understands philosophy is by reading a lot of books) or the manner one understands O, that is what
one understands O as (e.g. Not everyone is entitled to vote, that is the way he understands democracy). By
contrast, ‘The/this way S reason-explain, O’ in Mandarin only denotes the manner in which S understands O.
By

This way S Z, O’ only denotes the means via which one knows O. For instance, we can say ‘She took the four-
year Doctor of Optometry degree, this is the way she Z, eye care.” ‘He reads a lot of books, that is the way he
knows Paris’. We cannot say ‘optometry is not important; this is the way she Zn, eye care’. Also, ‘The way S Zn,
O is wrong’ is infelicitous.
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5.3.2  The-way construction in Cantonese

In Cantonese, reason-explainc is also non-factive in the construction ‘the way S reason-explainc

O’

(23)fR f&H A | HiE Bz % %8,
You point out me  this way reason-explainc stock market is wrong,
FEAAB , A B BE]

I bright-white,,  No need again discussion,

You pointed out that this way of thinking (/iz., this way to understand) the stock
market is wrong. I understand that. No need for further discussion.
The speaker admits that the way she understands (reason-explainc) the stock market is wrong.

She further added that she understands (bright-white.) that she was wrong.
QHAEAN M iz B =,
Someone this way reason-explain. this event,
B B St
look  look first.

Someone understands this event in this way; let us have a look first
(‘look look first’ in Cantonese means to have a look first, hold off on

making any judgment or decision, and wait for more information).

The speaker reports that someone understands this event in this way. ‘The way S reason-
explain. this event’ denote something that the speaker is uncertain about.

The same as Mandarin, ‘the way S bright-whitec O’ is in

5.4 Nominalisation construction

‘S’s reason-explainm/reason-explaine (as a noun, can be translated as understanding) is wrong’
is common in Mandarin and Cantonese. By contrast, bright-whitem and ‘bright-white. are verbs.

They cannot be used as nouns, and there are no corresponding nouns for them.

54.1 Nominalisation construction in Mandarin

When reason-explainm is used as a noun, ‘S’s reason-explainm, is wrong’ is proper:

251EE ¥ HFBUA B B XE B g E=
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Author to sociopolitical context and literature de social significance
i) e = HEaM). (CCL: People’s Daily, 2000)

NR reason-explain,, is  wrong

The author’s understanding of the socio-political context and the social

significance of literature is mistaken.

(26)5E8 XKEH) - EfF = 8835089, (CCL: People’s Daily, 2000)
This couple-de reason-explainm is wrong
This couple’s understanding is wrong.

‘S’s bright-whiten is wrong’ is infelicitous. Bright-whiten, cannot be used as a noun.

5.4.2  Nominalisation construction in Cantonese

When reason-explain. is used as a noun, ‘S’s reason-explain. is wrong’ is proper as well. It is

also comfortable to ask if someone’s reason-explainc is wrong:
QNE # 56 ¥ B & Mk Hia?
I to 5G NR reason-explain. is not wrong?

Is my understanding of 5G wrong?

(8)fR ¥ WElfE RIE M EME % gEn
You to this quesion NR reason-explain. is wrong

Your understanding of this question is wrong.

In Cantonese, ‘S’s bright-whiten, 1s wrong’ is infelicitous. Bright-whiten cannot be used as a

noun.

6 REASON-EXPLAIN, BRIGHT-WHITE AND UNDERSTAND

As no differences between Mandarin and Cantonese have been found in the above discussions,
I will not discuss them separately. In the following discussion, reason-explain stands for both
reason-explain, and reason-explaine. Bright-white stands for both bright-whitem and bright-
white.

Like ‘understand’ in English, ‘reason-explain’ is strictly used as a factive verb in the
three basic factive constructions ‘S understands (reason-explain) that p’, ‘S understands

(reason-explain) why p’, and ‘S understands (reason-explain) O’. ‘Reason-explain’ also share



O J o U bW

OO DTG UTUITUTUTUTUTUTOTE BB DD DDA DS DNWWWWWWWWWWNRNNNNNONNNONMNNNR R R RR PR PR
O™ WNFROWVWOJdNT D WNRPOW®O-JIAAUTDRWNR,OW®O®JdNTIBRWNRFROWOW-TJMNUB®WNROWO®W-10U D WN R O WO

the same four non-factive constructions as ‘understand’ in English: (1) What S understands
(reason-explain) is that p; (2) S understands (reason-explain) A as B; (3) the way S understands
(reason-explain) O; and (4) S’s understanding (reason-explain) is wrong.

By contrast, ‘bright-white’ is strictly a factive verb. While ‘bright-white’ can be used
in the pseudo-cleft construction ‘What S understands (bright-white) is that p’, that p is always
entailed. ‘Bright-white’ cannot be used in ‘S ®s A as B’, ‘the way S ®s O’ and ‘S’s ®ing is
wrong’. These three constructions can only take non-factive or defactualized verbs in Mandarin
and Cantonese.’

The factive and non-factive constructions of ‘understand’ are not accidental in English.
In Mandarin and Cantonese, the word ‘reason-explain’ exhibits the same factive and non-
factive constructions. Thus, ‘understand’ can be defactualized in the same four constructions
not only in English, but also in Mandarin and Cantonese. The linguistic convergence suggests
that any satisfactory account of understanding should either accommodate this distinctive
linguistic feature or provide good reasons why it should be set aside.

The investigation of ‘understand’ in Mandarin and Cantonese leads to a further question:
Why can ‘understand’ and ‘reason-explain’ be defactualized, but not ‘bright-white’? My
hypothesis is that these exist a process-state distinction of understanding: (1) ‘Reason-explain’
denotes the process of understanding, while ‘bright-white’ denotes the state of understanding.
(2) The state of understanding is a factive mental state; the process may fail, and the factive
state of understanding is not achieved.

Driving from different constituents, ‘reason-explain’ and ‘bright-white’ denote
different senses of understanding. The former denotes the process of understanding, while the
latter denotes the state of understanding. As Chinese compounds, the meanings of ‘reason-
explain’ and ‘bright-white’ are transparently related to their constituents. The meaning of
‘reason-explain’ is derived from its constituent ‘reason’ and ‘explain’.!” Trying to identify
underlying reasons and provide explanations is one of the most common ways to understand.

Driving from the meaning of its constituents, reason-explain denotes a sense of the process of

? In English, some factive verbs can be used in ‘S ®s A as B’ ‘the way S ®s O’ without being defactualized. For
instance, ‘We all know Branden as Dr K.’ entails that ‘Branden is Dr K’. ‘He discovered her as an artist with
great potential” entails that ‘She is an artist with great potential’. ‘She proved herself to be the best player’
entails that ‘She was the best player’. ‘The situation is very risky, that is the way he observes it’. Here, ‘observe’
cannot be defactualized either.

10 Note that, while the meanings of compounds are derived from their constituents, it is not necessarily the case
that the meaning of a compound can be completely read off from the meanings of its constituents. Nor do I
intend to argue for the nature of understanding directly from the meanings of the constituent characters of
Chinese compounds. Clearly, understanding is not equivalent to identifying reasons, providing explanations, or
having all relevant content fully transparent to oneself.
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trying to understand something. The meaning of ‘bright-white’ is derived from its constituents,
‘bright’ and ‘white’. From classical Chinese to modern Chinese, the term ‘bright’ has been
commonly used as a metaphor for a clear mind, understanding, or some internally transparent
mental states discussed in Daoism and Buddhism. ‘White’ means the colour white, and also
means the shining of sunlight. Bright-white denotes a sense of understanding as a mental state
where all the content is clear to the subject, like the lights shining and brightening all the corners.

Relevant expressions of the two words also support the process-state distinction. For
instance, the term ‘/ijieli ¥2fi# 71° (reason-explain-power) denotes the ability of understanding,
and the term ‘lijiiguochéng 2 fi# 18 F2° (reason-explain-process) denotes the process of
understanding. We cannot say bright-white-power or bright-white-process. ‘Bright-white’, by
contrast, is a polysemy meaning both ‘understanding’ and ‘clear’ (as in, for instance, the
explanation if bright-white, meaning the explanation is clear).

Further evidence comes from their aspectual uses: ‘reason-explain’ can be used in the
progressive aspect, but ‘bright-white’ cannot.

Qo)ERIN AR IETE Az

Europe public PROGR reason-explainm

(&R S BE— B% B  EIE &%. (CCL: People’s Daily,
2010)

European  single currency de true meaning
The European public is understanding (reason-explainm ing) the true meaning of
the single European currency.
(30) ERE B XE, #*T x5 M
Oscar Wilde de writing, 1 originally not reason-explain.
Bifx EEREBRED  FWEWERE
But this performance process in, gradually reason-explain. PROGR
5 2 B Eite 2,
experience PROGR  belong their love
I didn’t originally understand Oscar Wilde’s writing, but in the process of this
performance, I am gradually understanding and experiencing the love that belongs
to them.
In the above cases, ‘reason-explain’ cannot be replaced with ‘bright-white’. It is infelicitous to
say one is bright-whiting something.
Why, then, does ‘reason-explain’, as the process of understanding, have factive and

non-factive uses? To answer this question, we need to take a closer look at the four non-factive
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constructions of ‘reason-explain’. In its non-factive constructions, ‘reason-explain’ has two
objects: the target content to be understood, which is always true; and some beliefs or ideas
one uses to understand the target content, which may or may not be true. I will call the former
the target content of understanding, and the latter the basis of understanding. The process of
understanding is trying to understand some true content based on some beliefs or ideas.

First, in the construction ‘S reason-explain A as B’, A is the target content, and B is the
basis in terms of which A is understood. S reason-explain A as B, but in some cases, A should

not be taken as B. Recall example (18):

(18) It is incomplete to understand the meaning of the death penalty as taking

away life.

Here, the target to be understood is ‘the meaning of the death penalty’, and the basis used to
understand the target is that the meaning of the death penalty is taking away life. The subject
tries to understand the meaning of the death penalty in terms of a false conception of the death
penalty. ‘Reason-explain’ denotes such a process. As the meaning of the death penalty should
be taken as taking away life, the process fails to achieve the state of understanding. Thus,
‘bright-white’ as the state of the understanding cannot be used here.

Second, in construction ‘the way S reason-explain O’, O is the target, and the way S

reason-explain O might be wrong. Recall the example (21)

(21) Some think that as long as the eyesight is improved by wearing glasses
or as long as the lenses of the glasses are qualified, it will be fine,
ignoring the importance of optometry and dispensing. This way of

reason-explaining is totally wrong.

Here, the target of understanding, which is eye care, is indicated in the context. The basis is the
belief that ‘as long as the eyesight is improved by wearing glasses or as long as the lenses of
the glasses are qualified, it will be fine’. The basis is mistaken in terms of the target, and thus,
the state of understanding is not achieved and ‘bright-white’ cannot be used.

The third one is the pseudo-cleft construction ‘What S reason-explain is that p’. This
construction can be taken as a shortened form of ‘what S reason-explain of O is that p’, where
O is the target content and that p is the basis. The phrase ‘of O’ may be omitted and only
indicated in the context. Recall example (14) and (13):



O J o U bW

OO DTG UTUITUTUTUTUTUTOTE BB DD DDA DS DNWWWWWWWWWWNRNNNNNONNNONMNNNR R R RR PR PR
O™ WNFROWVWOJdNT D WNRPOW®O-JIAAUTDRWNR,OW®O®JdNTIBRWNRFROWOW-TJMNUB®WNROWO®W-10U D WN R O WO

(14) What Mr. Hufeng understands of free competition actually is just
consolidating the unconditional freedom among small groups and cliques, this

definitely is not what correct sense of free competition.

(13) So what they understand (reason-explain) is that from the formation
of ISIS to these events in Ukraine, US imperialism is responsible for all

of them, while others do not have any autonomy or motivation.

In example (14), the target content is the concept of free competition. From the speaker’s
perspective, Mr Hufeng tries to understand free competition in terms of the unconditional
freedom among small groups and cliques. This basis is mistaken in terms of the target content.
Thus, the state of understanding is not achieved. In example (13), the basis is that the US
imperialism is responsible for the formation of ISIS and these events in Ukraine. The target
content is indicated in the context, which is the current international political situation. The
basis is not correct in terms of the target content, and the state of understanding is also not
achieved. As the processes of understanding fail and the states of understanding are not
achieved, we cannot replace ‘reason-explain’ with ‘bright-white’ in examples (13) and (14).
The final construction is ‘S’s reason-explain of O is wrong’. Here, O is the target

content, and the basis is indicated in the context.

(25) The author’s understanding of the socio-political context and the social

significance of literature is mistaken. (CCL: People’s Daily, 2000)

Here, the target content of understanding is the socio-political context and the social
significance of literature. The basis is indicated in the context. From the speaker’s perspective,
the basis is mistaken in terms of the target content.

Why, then, is ‘reason-explain’ used strictly as a factive verb in the basic factive
constructions ‘S reason-explain that p’, ‘S reason-explain why p’ and ‘S reason-explain O’?
Especially, why ‘reason-explain’ is a non-factive in ‘“What S reason-explain is that p’, but a
factive in ‘S reason-explain that p’? My hypothesis is that, in the basic factive constructions,
the complements (that p, why p, and O) are the target content, and the target content of the
process of understanding must be true. By contrast, ‘What S reason-explain is that p’, in some
cases, is a shortened form of ‘What S reason-explain of O is that p’. In these cases, that p is the
basis rather than the target content and thus is non-factive. However, ‘S reason-explain that p’

cannot be a shortened form of ‘S reason-explain of O that p’. Instead, it is a shortened form of
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‘S reason-explain that p in terms of ¢’. Here, that p is the target, rather than the basis and thus
must be true. Similarly, ‘S reason-explain why p’ is a shortened form of ‘S reason-explain why
p in terms of ¢’, Here, the question why p is the target content. ‘S reason-explain O’ is a
shortened form of ‘S reason-explain O in terms of p’, O is the target content and must be
something that exists.

In the three basic factive constructions, the complements are the target content to be
reason-explained, while in the non-factive constructions, the complements are what we reason-
explain the target content as. The target content to be reason-explained must be true, but, in the
process of understanding, one may reason-explain it mistakenly. Thus, reason-explain has both
factive and non-factive constructions.

The uses of ‘reason-explain’ and ‘bright-white’ suggest that (1) the process of
understanding is trying to understand some true target content based on some beliefs or ideas
that may or may not be true; and (2) the process of understanding (denoted by reason-explain)
might fail to achieve the state of understanding (denoted by bright-white) if the basis is not
accurate enough.

How about the use of ‘understand’ in English? A natural hypothesis is that “‘understand’
in English covers both senses of understanding, both the process and the state and thus

‘understand’ exhibits both factive and non-factive uses.

7 THE NATURE AND FACTIVITY OF UNDERSTANDING

The above linguistic investigation provides insights into the nature of understanding:
Understanding is a factive mental state achieved by the process of trying to understand some
true target content via a non-factive basis. Furthermore, if the basis is not accurate enough in
terms of the target content, the state of understanding cannot be achieved (linguistically,
‘bright-white’ cannot be used).

Both the linguistic investigation and our intuition tell us that understanding cannot be
achieved if the basis is massively mistaken. For instance, it is true that Niuhuang (cattle
gallstones, also known as cattle gallstones), a well-known Chinese medicine, is effective in
treating throat and gum pain. However, we cannot understand it in terms of the ancient Chinese
medical model, according to which gallbladders and livers are mutually treatable and treating
the liver can reduce throat and gum pain. Ancient Chinese medicine did not understand that
Niuhuang is effective in treating throat and gum pain. While the target content is true, the

theoretical basis adopted is massively mistaken.
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Then, does understanding require its basis be true as well? This is not the case. Cases
of scientific understanding are usually provided by ideal models that are approximately
accurate but strictly false. One example is the case of scientific understanding provided by the
ideal gas law, which is approximately accurate but strictly false. The ideal gas law is the
equation PV = nRT, where P is the pressure of the gas, V is the volume of the gas, n is the
number of moles of the gas, T is the temperature of the gas, and R is the ideal gas constant.
The ideal gas is an imaginary gas that has no intermolecular forces and no particle volume. The
equation PV = nRT describes the relation between the pressure, volume, temperature, and the
number of moles of the ideal gas, which has no intermolecular forces and no particle volume.
The ideal gas does not exist. The equation describing the behaviour of the ideal gas is
approximately true but strictly false in terms of actual gases.

The ideal gas law can provide understanding-that, understanding-why, and objectual
understanding. For instance, it enables us to understand that, with the same volume and number
of moles of an actual gas, a higher temperature leads to higher pressure. It also provides more
specific cases of understanding. For instance, we can understand that the volume of 1.00 mol
of O gas at 298 K and 1.00 atm is approximately 24.45 L. We can understand why, with the
same volume and the number of moles, a higher temperature leads to higher pressure. It also
provides us with an understanding of the behaviour of actual gases. The ideal gas law thus
functions as a theoretical basis for understanding true target contents, such as the true
proposition that, with the same volume and number of moles of an actual gas, a higher
temperature leads to higher pressure.

Non-factivists in the current literature argue that, as understanding can be provided by
ideal models and flawed theories, understanding is non-factive and thus not a type of
knowledge (de Regt, 2017; Doyle et al., 2019; Elgin, 2007). However, they overlook that (1)
understanding still requires its target content to be true; (2) knowledge and understanding of
the same target content stand or fall together when they are formed based on strictly false
theoretical bases. Based on the ideal gas law, one also knows that, for example, with the same
volume and number of moles of an actual gas, a higher temperature leads to higher pressure.
By contrast, if the theoretical basis is not even approximately accurate—if it neglects not only
non-difference-makers such as intermolecular forces and particle volume, but also key factors
such as the volume of the gas—then neither knowledge nor understanding can be achieved.

Linguistic investigation and the case of the ideal gas law explain the factivity tension.
Understanding is a factive mental state towards some true target content. This factive mental

content can be achieved by the process of understanding the true target content in terms of
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some approximately accurate but strictly false basis. As knowledge may also be formed by
strictly false basis, the factivity tension does not undermine the claim that understanding is a

type of knowledge.

8 CONCLUSION

The paper examines the factivity tension of understanding at both the linguistic and the
metaphysical levels. The use of two words translated as ‘understand’ in Mandarin and
Cantonese shows that (1) linguistically, ‘understand’ is non-factive only when it denotes the
process of understanding; and (2) metaphysically, understanding is a factive mental state
achieved through the process of trying to understand true target contents based on some bases
that may be strictly false. As both understanding and knowledge allow strictly false bases, the

factivity tension does not undermine the knowledge account of understanding.
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