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Sengzhao (374?-414 CE) and Jizang (549-623 CE) are the two main philosophical exponents
of the Sanlun tradition of Chinese Buddhism. This project investigates into their philosophical
thoughts as revealed in their commentary works on Kumarajiva’s Chinese translation of the
Vimalakirtinirdesa Satra. The three works that form the main focus of the project are
Sengzhao’s A Commentary on the Vimalakirtinirdesa Satra (i 3 A3: %) and Jizang’s A
Treatise on the Profound Teaching of Vimalakirti (7% % = #) and A Commentary on the
Meaning of the Vimalakirtinirdesa Satra (‘& B 5 & #x).

In the first year of the project, | studied Sengzhao’s commentary, in the second year, Jizang’s
two commentaries. Apart from philological research, the main methods adopted in the
research are philosophical analysis and comparative philosophical research. As a result of the
studies, | have written two papers as book chapters. The first paper is “Emptiness as
Subject-Object Unity: Sengzhao on the Way Things Truly are,” which has been published.
The second paper, titled “Resolving the Ineffability Paradox,” is now under review.
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The notion of emptiness figures prominently in both Indian philosophy and Chinese
philosophy. In India, Nagarjuna (c. 150—250 CE), founder of the Madhyamaka school of
Mahayana Buddhism, propounded a philosophy of emptiness, according to which, because all
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things are dependently originated, they are empty (siznya) in the sense of being devoid of
independent and unchanging existence or nature (svabhava). He set forth a doctrine of two
truths to the effect that things are empty and illusory from the perspective of ultimate truth
(paramarthasatya), but are real in light of conventional truth (samvrtisatya). In the school,
ultimate truth is equated with emptiness (siznyata). Contemporary scholars, however, differ on
how best to construe the notion of ultimate truth.

With the introduction of Buddhism into China during the early centuries of the common era,
the notion of emptiness (kong Z%) soon became a focus of attention among Buddhist

intellectuals. In the Wei-Jin period (220-420 CE), Chinese thinkers were typically
preoccupied with the trend of thought known as “arcane learning” (xuanxue 2Z;££), which laid
great emphasis on the Daoist classics Laozi and Zhuangzi as well as the notion of nothingness
(wu 4). Given this intellectual milieu, while Chinese scholars were less likely than their
Indian peers to dismiss “emptiness” as nihilistic, even Buddhist thinkers of Madhyamaka
leanings might give the notion a distinctly Daoist tinge.

Sengzhao f@Z% (374?-414 CE) is a prominent Chinese Madhyamika philosopher, who
exerted a considerable influence on later Chinese Buddhist thinking. In this paper, | seek to
investigate into his exposition and adaptation of the Indian Buddhist doctrine of emptiness.
This investigation shall shed light on how someone who was embedded in traditional Chinese
thought would construe the notion of emptiness and take the myriad things to be empty. More
significantly, Sengzhao’s philosophy of emptiness is itself philosophically interesting,
challenging and well deserving of our attention.

For the sake of conceptual analysis, let us distinguish the level of the myriad things qua
individuals from that of the way the things truly are and dub them respectively as the ontic and
the ontological level. For Sengzhao, the ontic status of the myriad things is really empty or
void, and he equates the way of the ontological level with supreme void (zhixu Z&),
ultimate truth (zhendi E¥#), emptiness, the way (dao #&), nirvana, even nonattachment. In
the paper, | mainly use the term “emptiness” to indicate the way of the ontological level. The
distinction between the two levels, however, is primarily conceptual rather than substantive,
for the empty myriad things are intrinsically the same as emptiness qua the way they truly are.
Here, the issues to explore are the ontic status of the myriad things, the ontological notion of
emptiness as well as the relationship between the things and emptiness. | shall show that the
notion points to a subject-object unity wherein both oneself and the myriad objects are
conceptually undifferentiated and harmoniously one. It is also intimately related to the notion
of indeterminacy such that to be empty is to be devoid of determinate form and nature. On the
whole, the myriad things are indeterminate and deeply form a conceptually indeterminable
whole.



In what follows, | shall offer a philosophical analysis and rational reconstruction of
Sengzhao’s philosophy of emptiness. In section 2, | discuss in what sense the myriad things
are, for Sengzhao, empty, and ascribe to him a thesis of ontic indeterminacy. Then, in section
3, | enquire into his conception of emptiness qua subject-object unity and explicate its
relationship with the myriad things. In section 4, finally, | address a few implications of the
philosophy while suggesting its relevance for contemporary philosophical reflection.
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If I believe that a certain item X is ineffable for the reason that X cannot be expressed as it

truly is by human concepts and words, questions arise as to how I can make this known to
others in words, how words can be used to gesture toward X. I can’t even say X is unsayable,
because in saying so, I would have made X sayable. This is a time-honored conundrum
known to many philosophers and religious thinkers in the East and the West. Confronting this
conundrum, Augustine thinks it’s better to evade the concerned verbal conflict silently than to
quell it disputatiously, and early Wittgenstein famously asks us to pass over the ineffable in
silence.

Indeed, a number of contemporary philosophers would agree that the unqualified statement
“X 1is unspeakable” faces the danger of self-referential absurdity: if this statement is true, it
must at the same time be false, given that X is speakable by the predicate word “unspeakable.”
This predicament can be formulated as the following argument, which I shall term the

“ineffability paradox:”

P1: X is unspeakable.

P2: The statement “X is unspeakable” is true. (From P1)

P3: X is speakable by the predicate word “unspeakable.” (From P2)
P4: The statement “X is unspeakable” is not true. (From P3)

". The statement “X is unspeakable” is both true and not true. (From P2 and P4)



Palpably, the conclusion of this argument is a contradiction. Recently, Graham Priest
reiterates that speaking of the ineffable does involve a real contradiction. However, his
strategy for tackling something like the ineffability paradox, besides using the techniques of
contemporary paraconsistent logic, is to aver that some contradictions are true in that they
have their cause in the nature of reality, a nature that is contradictory. There are then, for
Priest, contradictory statements that are true, and the statement “X is unspeakable” can well be
both true and contradictory. Nevertheless, most of us would find it hard to swallow the idea of
the contradictoriness of reality. Consequently, we need to come up with a different strategy for
resolving the paradox.

After the linguistic turn in the early twentieth century, with so much emphasis placed on the
ubiquity and significance of language, the notion of ineffability may, for many philosophers,
become somewhat obsolescent, perhaps something to be left to mystics and old school
metaphysicians. Then, why do we need to bother with the notion? With all due respect to
language, however, we must not think that language knows no limits, as we must not think we
can capture the fresh gust of present actuality in the box of past convention. It is not true that
each and every aspect of reality is speakable in the sense of being directly and properly
expressible in words. If so, the notion of ineffability can still be of relevance to contemporary
philosophizing.

To explain. In its use of general terms, such as “tree” and “squirrel,” language operates in
the realms of resemblance or commonness. It relies for its operation on the application of a
general term to many particular objects that are held to be subsumed under the concept that
corresponds to that term. For example, the word “tree” can be used, on the grounds of
different trees’ resemblance to one another, to refer to any one tree or all trees. Yet, features
that are really specific to a particular tree qua tree do not fall within the semantic range of the
word. It helps little to appeal to more specific words such as “maple” or ‘“sugar maple,”
because they, as general terms, also function on the grounds of resemblance. Thus, such
features can be so concrete, specific, and fine-grained that the tree evades complete linguistic
determination, which must be abstract, generic, and coarse-grained. Given that words do not
match the features, the tree is ineffable in at least some of its aspects.

Furthermore, if one’s repertoire of realities does not include universals and resemblances
(more or less generic features that may be believed by others to inhere in things of the world),
then concrete particulars such as maples and apples are wholly ineffable insofar as they are
taken to be devoid of objective universals and real resemblances. Dignaga (c. 480—540 CE), a

prominent Indian Buddhist epistemologist, basically takes such a stance. For him, universals



and resemblances are conceptually constructed and imposed onto real particulars, which are,
in themselves, beyond the grip of words and concepts. The point for us is that the notion of
ineffability may even concern objects of sense perception.

Now, if concrete particulars are ineffable, how are we to use words to refer to them? In his
magnum opus, the Pramanasamuccaya, Dignaga puts forth a semantic theory of meaning
known as the apoha (exclusion) theory, according to which a nominal word functions by
excluding objects other than its own referent. The meaning of the word “maple” would then
be the exclusion of non-maples. Dignaga does not explicitly address the aforesaid conundrum.

However, the Chinese Yogacara thinker Kuiji (%L 7%, 632—682) applies the theory to tackle the

conundrum. As a first step toward resolving the ineffability paradox, I shall in the next
(second) section discuss Dignaga’s and Kuiji’s relevant views on the issue.
In section 3, I first cope with the predicament of setting a limit to language. Then, I attend

to a few passages in the works of the two Chinese Madhyamika philosophers, Sengzhao (1% 4,
374?7-414) and Jizang (% &, 549-623), and of the fifth-century Hindu grammarian philosopher

Bhartrhari to reconstruct a strategy for showing how we can gesture toward the ineffable
without making contradictions. A key notion here is that of indication as an indirect mode of
expression, the mechanism and functioning of which will be clarified. In section 4, I contrast
indication with description while introducing the notion of correctness in order to resolve the
ineffability paradox. Thereafter, I discuss and dismiss three other approaches for tackling the

conundrum as well as two likely objections against my strategy. Section 5 concludes.

We began this paper with the time-honored linguistic-philosophical conundrum of saying the
unsayable and the related ineffability paradox. For many, this issue is unresolvable, which
casts doubts on the viability of the notion of ineffability. After examining the Buddhist
semantic theory of apoha and an apoha solution to the issue, we resorted to certain Buddhist
and non-Buddhist philosophical materials to rationally reconstruct a strategy for coping with
the conundrum and, especially, resolving the paradox. By introducing the mode of expression
termed “indication,” together with the relevant notions of superimposition and of gesturing
beyond the horizon, I wish to have shown that expressing the ineffable does not necessarily
involve irresoluble contradiction. It is also hoped that our philosophical exercise, unusual in
conjoining Chinese Buddhism and Hindu philosophy, points to a constructive way forward for
comparative philosophy.

If our strategy is on the whole persuasive, if we cannot adequately capture the fresh gust of
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actuality in the box of convention, then philosophers may need to recognize the limitations of
language and acknowledge the relevance of the notion of ineffability for contemporary
philosophizing. Instead of belittling language, this recognition may induce one to value even
more various possibly non-descriptive modes of expression such as metaphor, negation,
paradox, indication, parable, poetic language, and so on. It might also prompt philosophers to
attend more than is normal to the concrete, fine-grained, and tacit aspects of human life and

experience, which have tended to be filtered out by abstract philosophical thinking.
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