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Introduction 

Bztddhisn? and Postrnodernity: Zen, Hziajnn, and the Possibility of Bztddhist 
Postnzodern Ethics is a response to some of the questions that have emerged 
in the process of Buddhism's encounter with modernity and the West. The 
questions are interwoven with different threads that constitute our philosophi- 
cal, political, and cultural arena. By nature the questions are not specific to 
Buddhism but can be identified by generic issues that have haunted philo- 
sophical discourses. However, by the fact that the questions have appeared 
when two philosophical traditions collide in a historical moment, these ques- 
tions become self-critical references for both Buddhist philosophy and for 
some of the Western philosophical traditions that are discussed in this book. 
The questions can be divided into three themes, each of which comprises one 
part of the book. The first is the question of the nature of Buddhist philoso- 
phy; the second is the meaning and function of violence in Zen Buddhism; 
and the third is how to envision ethics in the context of Zen and Huayan Bud- 
dhism along with postmodernism. 

To soine Buddhist scholars, the notion of Buddhist philosophy is problem- 
atic. These reservations about Buddhist philosophy have also appeared. if in 
a Inore unspoken manner, in the way Buddhism has been treated in American 
academic and philosophical circles. The reasons for the two groups' objec- 
tion to understanding Buddhism as philosophy are not the same. Nonetheless, 
the phenomenon is one result of Buddhism's encounter with the Western 
categorical system. The very question of the existence or non-existence of 
Buddhist philosophy. then, is fraught with not only philosophical but political 
implications. 

In the Lautkavatal-a SGtra, one of the Mahiiyiina Buddhist texts, the Buddha 
repeatedly criticizes philosophers. "Philosophers," which is D. T. Suzuki's 
rendering in his English translation of this Sanskrit text, refers to Brahmins, 



the Buddha's philosophical opponents at the time. The major charge that the 
Buddha brings against the philosophy of the Brahmins is its substantialism. 
The Buddha contends that philosophers or Brahmins begin their practice of 
philosophy based on egoistic attachments, which results in the dualism of 
the self and others, and of the qualifying and the qualified.' The Buddha also 
criticizes philosophers for claiming that "there is a first cause from which 
continuation takes place."? Opposing this view of Brahmins, the Buddha con- 
tends that continuation takes place with no first cause of that continuation to 
be identified. That is so, from the Buddha's perspective, because the continu- 
ation is not an evolution of a certain independent and substantial essence but 
arises from the interaction of different elements involved in that action. 

The nature of the Buddha's yhilosopl?l; demonstrated through his criticism 
of the Brahmins' philosophical orientation of substantialis~n and its meta- 
physical and dualistic tendency, is well inscribed in early Buddhist texts. For 
example, the Chinese Agama collection, which contains dialogues of various 
lengths between the Buddha and his disciples, followers, and his contempo- 
rary inquirers, offers us the Buddha's philosophy as the "middle path." The 
Buddha considers the metaphysical substantialist philosophical orientation 
as either annihilationisnl or eternalism, and defines the middle path as a path 
which cuts off these two extremes. The middle path is frequently summa- 
rized by a passage, "because this happens, that happens; because that ceases, 
this ceases." One salient mode through which the Buddha demonstrates his 
position of the middle path is known as the "unans\vered questions" or the 
Buddha's silence. 

The Buddha refused to answer certaili questions asked by his followers, 
and this silence of the Buddha has been subject to various interpretations. 
What is relevant in the context of our discussion is its philosophical impli- 
cation. When the Buddha keeps silent on metaphysical questions, does the 
Buddha refuse philosophical discussion as irrelevant to his teaching? Or does 
he offer his own mode of philosophy as opposed to the one that he identified 
with the metaphysical and the substantial in his criticism of the philosophy 
of Brahmins? This raises a question regarding the position of metaphysics 
and philosophical discourse in the Buddha's teaching. One can further ex- 
pand the scope of the question and ask: Is a philosophical discourse possible 
without in some way relying on a lnetaphysical foundation? (In this case, the 
"metaphysical foundation" should be understood liberally.) All of these issues 
have been grounds for some people's reservations in accepting Buddhism as 
a philosophical discourse. Fro111 the perspective of some Western Buddhist 
scholars, the basic position of the Buddha as represented by his silence to the 
questions on metaphysical issues is evidence that lnetaphysical discourse is 
not relevant to Buddhist teaching. and Buddhisln duly belongs to the religious 
endeavor to save all human beings from suffering without resorting to any 



speculative mode. From a Western philosophical perspective, Buddhism's 
rejection of metaphysics and its lack of logical consistency becomes a 
ground for disqualifying the tradition as a philosophy. One of the questions 
that emerge in the course of parsing these issues in this book is that the tern1 
philosophj. or the activities of philosophizing might need redefinition. This is 
not simply a philosophical issue but one that is related to a broader question 
of identity formation, categorization, and institutionalization. 

The second theme of the book revolves around the meaning and function 
of violence in Zen Buddhist tradition. Zen Buddhism in the West has a rela- 
tively short history. In the United States, the official entry of Zen Buddhism 
is frequently dated to the 1893 Chicago World Parliament of Religions to 
which Japanese Zen master Shaku S6en (1 859-1 919) was invited. More im- 
portantly to the development of Zen Buddhism in the United States, a young 
D. T. Suzuki accompanied Master Shaku S6en to Chicago as his interpreter. 
Since then, with only about a hundred years of history, American Zen Bud- 
dhist scholarship has shifted in its evaluation of the school from one extreme 
to another. The first round of American scholarship characterizes Zen Bud- 
dhism as a non-dualistic doctrine, leading to the cultivation of a pure state 
of mind freed from the discriminatory function of the self's individualistic 
speculation influenced by language: Zen Buddhism in this regard is under- 
stood as creating harmony in an individual practitioner and in a society where 
its teachings are practiced. This understanding of Zen Buddhism, which has 
been frequently dubbed as Suzukean Zen, encountered a challenge in the late 
twentieth century. The new scholarship has fully geared its research to report 
how Zen Buddhism in reality is completely opposite to Suzukean Zen, and 
the expression is now a derogatory designation for a romanticized version of 
Zen Buddhism. The new understanding of Zen Buddhism criticizes the school 
for being rhetorical in its rendering of the Buddhist teaching, discriminating 
in its i~nderstanding of the world, and being violent in its social involvement, 
instead of being non-dual and harmony-oriented. The hostility to Zen Bud- 
dhism culminated when some scholars of Japanese Buddhism raised a strong 
voice against Japanese Zen Buddhism's involvement with Japanese imperial- 
ism and nationalism during World War TI. 

Steven Heine sums up these contrasting evaluations of Zen Buddhism with 
a neat paradigm of "Zen writes, Zen rites, Zen rigl~ts."~ Through this rubric, 
Heine compares the faces of Zen Buddhism as they appear in the traditional 
Zen narrative and in Zen Buddhisn1.s social and cultural manifestations. In 
the traditional Zen narrative, Heine tells us, Zen writes "ineffably." Zen rites 
promote non-duality. and Zen rights emphasize social harmony. whereas in 
the historical and cultural reality of Zen Buddhism, Zen writes with extensive 
use of language, Zen rites include various forms of rituals seeking for practi- 
cal worldly benefits, and Zen rights have contributed to social discrimination. 



Heine's research is based on Japanese Zen Buddhist tradition with references 
to Chinese predecessors. With some adjustment, one could expand this para- 
digm to other Zen Buddhist traditio~ls. How, then, do we understand these 
contradictory elements within Zen Buddhism? John R. McRae's approach 
was to reconcile it through a symbolic reading, as he states in what he calls 
"McRae's Rules of Zen Studies," the first of which states: "It's not true, and 
therefore it's more important."-' The i~nplication is that by being aware of the 
gap in the record of Zen Buddhism, one can read the intended meaning. 

Both Heine's and McRae's research are based on the cultural and historical 
approaches to Zen Buddhism. Looking into the philosophy of Zen Buddhism 
in an attempt to resolve the contradicting evaluations of the tradition, we can 
ask the question: what if Zen Buddhism's claim to ineffability is both real and 
rhetorical? What if Zen Buddhism's emphasis on non-duality contains the po- 
tential for both social harmony and discrimination? What if Zen Buddhism's 
focus on meditation is the gist of the school's identity and practice as has 
been claimed, and what if at the same time Zen Buddhism has always been 
amalgamated with more secular worldly rituals? The point to make is that 
no thought system is homogeneous. The desire to create the one and only 
coherent interpretation of a thoi~ght system is ubiquitous in philosophical 
tradition; however, satisfying that desire is possible only through suppression 
and exclusion. Its logic is rule by one authority. one truth, and one authentic 
interpretation. However, as Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard states, "[olne side's legiti- 
macy does not imply the other's lack of legitimacy,"' the meaning of which 
we discuss in the later part of this book. 

Violence employed in Zen literature is one incidence through which the 
dual nature of Zen philosophy and logic can be examined. 011 the one hand, 
the physical violence in Zen narrative is a symbolic rendering of its emphasis 
on the cutting off of the dualistic and reified mode of thinking. Zen violence 
signifies the radical nature of the Zen Buddhist challenge to authority and at 
the same time the urgency with which Zen Buddhism presents the issue to the 
practitioner. On the other, when the message is articulated in language and en- 
forced within an institution, be it a Zen monastery or a Buddhist community, 
the message and enforcement themselves become violence. Such violence 
could appear in several physical forms in culture and history. Jacques Derrida 
identifies three types of violence. Violence begins with articulation, when one 
makes distinctions through a linguistic system. The first layer of violence in 
the form of naming opens a door for the second layer of violence arising from 
the creation of and evaluation by an institutional system such as moral regu- 
lations and laws. Out of this second layer of violence. there emerges more 
empirical and physical violence, or "jvhat is conlmonly called evil. war. indis- 
cretion, rape."Vo be noted in understanding Derrida's disci~ssion of violence 
is that the original violence described here is not an optional elenlent in life. 



The fact that violence begins wit11 our use of language, by making distinctions 
and naming, does not offer us the option not to use language. Zen Buddhism's 
emphasis on ineffability is an awareness of this original violence in any 
institution, including linguistic convention, habitualized mode of thinking, 
and social system. That the assertion for such awareness can itself become 
violence is the insight that has been frequently forgotten in our understanding 
of Zen Buddhist tradition. 

The third theme of the book is related to the ethical domain of Zen Bud- 
dhism. The topic is a corollary of the first two questions. Soon after the ently 
of Buddhism into the American intellectual world, the question of ethics 
emerged. Criticisn~s and suggestions were made that if Buddhism wants to 
survive on Western soil, it must offer a clearer ethical blueprint. Among Bud- 
dhist schools, Zen Buddhism has been especially at odds with ethics both 
because of the radical nature of Zen's challenge to dualistic categorizations 
and because of Zen's antinomian tendency. 

The problems of ethics that are raised against Buddhism, however, are 
not exclusively Buddhist issues but are shared by some recent philosophical 
developments in Western philosophy, especially in postmodernism and de- 
construction. At the center of the distrust of Buddhism's capacity for ethics, 
as well as of postmodern philosophy, lie the Buddhist-postmodern claims for 
non-identity of identity, interconnectedness of opposite categories, and lack 
of transcendental foundation of an entity. This leads some to conclude that 
a philosophy of non-substantialism is anti-ethical in the sense that it cannot 
provide ethical agency because of its denial of distinctive subjectivity; it is 
incapable of offering clear ethical categories of right and wrong and good 
and bad because of its theory of relatedness; and it is impossible for such 
a philosophy to validate moral and ethical responsibility because it denies 
transcendental foundation. 

As opposed to such a grim projection, an examination of Zen Buddhist 
l i tera t~~re and postmodern philosophy demands that the concept of ethics 
itself needs to be reconsidered. Normative forms of ethics, which are the 
result of metaphysical tradition, do not and cannot be the only form of 
ethics. The aporia and undecidability, which normative ethics could have 
considered as a dead end for ethical discourse, could offer a new ethical 
paradigm in the Buddhist-postmodern approach to ethics. I propose the 
"ethics of tension" as a new ethical paradigm that emerges from Buddhist 
and postmodern philosophy. 

The discussion of the three themes of this book-that is, the nature of Bud- 
dhist philosophy, the meaning and function of violence in Zen Buddhism, and 
Buddhist-postmodern ethics in the form of the ethics of tension-are based 
on several sources in Buddhist tradition, but the most focused discussions 
appear in the hermeneutics of Zen and Huayan Buddhism, concentrating 



on Korean Zen master Pojo Chinul's (1 158-1210) works with reference to 
Chinese Zen gong'an literature and Chinese Huayan Buddhist philosophy. 
Chinul's presentation of Zen Buddhism in the for111 of hciatou meditation 
examines how Buddhist philosophy deals with the issues of subjectivity, 
of relation to the objective world. and of language and thinking. Chinul's 
Huayan Buddhism, which is discussed in this book in comparison with the 
Chinese patriarchs' rendering of Huayan Buddhist thoughts, offers a unique 
incidence in which Huayan Buddhist philosophy is utilized to overcome the 
limits of Zen Buddhism. 

The three thematic questions of this book are presented through the para- 
digm which I identify as centripetality, centrifugality, and the tension between 
the two. Centripetality is the force moving toward a center whereas centrifu- 
gality is the force moving away from it. By its nature, the former centralizes 
and unifies, whereas the latter decentralizes and diffuses. Two points need 
to be made in advance for the discussion of centripetality and centrifugality. 
First, despite our habitualized value system. which is ready to evaluate unity 
and harnlony as positive, and diffusion and disunity as negative, unity and 
disunity are value-neutral as such. Second, they never function separately, 
but are always already interfused. The tension as a state of the relationship 
between the two forces denotes recognition of the heterogeneous nature of 
centripetality and centrifugality and at the same time of their indissociable- 
ness. The tension in this case is not a pro~is ion for any type of final resolu- 
tion; instead, the continued state of tension without ultimate resolution is to 
be understood as the nature of an entity. 

These two types of forces have appeared in the history of philosophy in 
several different modes: the transcendental and the empirical, the noumenal 
and the phenomenal, the universal and the particular, the mind and the world, 
the subject and the object, the one and the many, the ontological and the 
ontic, and Tmth and its dissemination. Buddhist tradition is not alien to this 
hermeneutic device, even though it has rarely been discussed in this way. 
The Buddha and sentient beings in Mahayana tradition, especially in Zen 
Buddhism, is one instance; the relationship between subitism and gradualism 
in Zen tradition is another; the normative linguistic and social convention 
and Zen gong'an language offers yet another set representing the centripetal 
and centrifugal forces and the relationship between wisdom and compassion 
also can very well be interpreted as the tension bet\\een the centralizing and 
decentralizing forces. That these t ~ v o  forills exist in a state of tension, mutu- 
ally reinforcing, has not always been recognized; and \\.hen it is recognized, 
the tension is there only to be resolved. which beconles the ivison d'i tre of 
the tension. What would it mean to understand the centripetal and centrifugal 
forces as in a relationship of tension ~vith no final resolution on the horizon? 
First of all, it implies the openness of an entity. which also suggests the open- 



ness of a text and of a thought system. An openness of an entity is articulated 
in Buddhism with its no-self theory, dependent co-arising and emptiness; 
in the post~nodern mode of thinking, the openness is described through the 
concepts of inter-subjectivity, dueranee, or an event. The openness by nature 
readjusts one's relationship with others as well as one's own identity. Hence, 
the openness of an entity cannot but be related to the political and the ethi- 
cal. 

Buddhism in general and Zen Buddhism in particular have demonstrated a 
keen awareness of the function of language in creating dualism in one's mode 
of thinking and thus language's inadequacy in articulating the non-substantial 
mode of truth that Buddhism supports. In analogous fashion, various philo- 
sophical discourses on language preceding the emergence of postmodern 
thought in Continental philosophy demonstrate the problem of truth and the 
role of language in the construction of truth. The awareness that truth is con- 
structed, instead of being given, renders the discussion of language already as 
a political action. Postmodern discourse in this sense could be one of the most 
engaged philosophical discourses without explicitly naming itself a political 
philosophy. 

Any consideration of the questions arising from Buddhism's encounter 
with the West-Western philosophy, Western culture, and Western scholar- 
ship-is charged with political implications that are reminiscent of the power 
relationship among the elements involved. As African-American thinker 
Charles Mills writes, "In a broad sense, virtually all African-American phi- 
losophy is 'political', insofar as the insistence on one's black humanity in a 
racist world is itself a political act."' The same can be said about thinking 
of the nature of Buddhist philosophy, its relation to dominant philosophical 
trends in American academia, and its ethical position. By bringing together 
"questions" on Buddhism with the philosophy of postmodernity, Buddhisn? 
and Postmodel*ni@ intends to move toward a new domain in our understand- 
ing both of Buddhistn and of postmodernity. 





Part  1 

CENTRIPETALITY: 
BUDDHISM AND METAPHYSICS 





Chapter  One 

The Silence of the Buddha 

1. Buddhist Encounter with Modernity 

The exact details of how Buddhism was first encountered in Europe are dif- 
ficult to ascertain. Henri de Lubac notes in his La ~~encontl-e dzr bozrddhistne 
et de I 'Occident. "almost abruptly, for the Westerners, the great religion of the 
Orient finally 'emerged from the clouds '."I In the same context Lubae quotes 
Abbot Auguste Descha~nps who states: "One has to admire with what speed, 
with its first contact with the spirit of investigation that characterizes our age, 
(Buddhism) has emerged from its profound obscurity and its long silence."' 
In the same vein. Stephen Batchelor's Altakening of the West describes the 
sudden emergence of Buddhism in the intellectual scene of Europe: "Until 
the 1840s the Buddha was vaguely conceived as a mythic god in the Indian 
pantheon. Then, almost overnight, he was revealed as an historical figure, 
comparable in an alarming number of respects to Jesus. In addition to the 
crisis of home-grown unbelief surging all around it, the Church now had to 
contend with the emergence of a fully fledged rival fro111 Asia."' 

Despite Deschamps' and Batchelor's strong characterizations, it is highly 
probable that the emergence of Buddhism in Europe was not such a dramatic 
event. As early as the sixteenth century, the Jesuits traveled to Asia and sent 
news about the Asian world back to Eur0pe.l It is noteworthy, however, 
that the nineteenth century marks an increased interest in European scholar- 
ship regarding the Orient in general and Buddhism in particular. Roger-Pol 
Droit's Le culte dl1 ndanf, Les philosophes et le Bouddha examines the de- 
velopment of the image of Buddhism in Europe during the nineteenth cen- 
tury, specifically focusing on the European understanding of Buddhism as 
"the cult of nothingness." Based on several important events, Droit divides 
the nineteenth century Europea~l understanding of Buddhism into three pe- 



riods. "The Birth" begins in 1784 when Sir William Jones ( 1746-1794), an 
English philologist well-known for his claim for the common root of Indian 
and European languages, became president of the Royal Asiatic Society of 
Bengal. a group dedicated to the rational and systematic study of Asia. This 
period ends in 183 1, Droit states, Lvith the death of G.W.F. Hegel who said 
of Buddhism, "One should become nothing" in Buddhist religion. Hegel's 
statement is exemplary of the negative evaluations of Buddhism that pre- 
dominated the nineteenth century European intellectuals. "The Threat" 
begins in 1832, according to Droit, when Eugene Bumouf (1801-1852), a 
prominent scholar among the first generation European Buddhologists, was 
elected to the College de France. marking the starting point of the scientific 
study of Buddhism in Europe. This second period ends in 1863 which marks 
the height of the controversy of the "cult of nothingness" in France, England, 
and Germany. The final period or "The Decline" comes to an end in 1893, 
which is the year of the Chicago Parliament of the World's Religions, an 
event which, for Droit, reflects the changed tone in the Western understand- 
ing of Buddhism. Droit concludes: "1893. The Parliament of Religion takes 
place in Chicago. The age of ecumenism, eclecticism, and occultism-in the 
background of literary pessimism-becomes a dream. Buddhism has ceased 
to be frightening."' 

Even though Droit envisions 1893 as the end point of negatike understand- 
ing of Buddhism in the West, it is questionable whether that has been the case. 
Throughout the twentieth century, Western understanding of Buddhism suf- 
fered from the ghost of Hegel's annihilation theory and the idea of Buddhism 
as "the cult of nothingness" ("le czllte dzi nbar~t") as the French thinker Victor 
Cousin ( 1  792-1 867) coined it. Nothingness as a characteristic expression for 
Buddhism, however, does not necessarily carry the nihilistic or negative con- 
notation attributed by European thinkers in the nineteenth century. The issue 
is not whether Buddhism is actually a cult of nothingness, but how nothing- 
ness is understood in certain philosophical traditions. As we will discuss 
shortly, different modes of understanding nothingness are decisive factors in 
defining the nature of a certain philosophical tradition. 

The first generation of German Buddhist scholars understood Buddhism 
as a religion full of negative, even "horrible and nai've"  tenet^.^ To them, the 
negative aspects of Buddhism culminate in a negation or "annihilation" of be- 
ing.' Bumouf translated nirvana as "utter annihilation." Buddhism for him is 
a religion which seeks the "disappearance of individuality by way of absorp- 
tion-into the Supreme Being or into the void (.Cfi~~.atii)." Buddhist nirvana 
for him meant "a fundamental change in the condition of the individual, 
which would, to all appearances, be utter annil~ilation."~ Bi~mouf's identifica- 
tion of nirvana with utter annihilation of the subject was further supported by 
his student, Max Miiller (1 823-1 900). who wrote: "No person who reads with 
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attention the metaphysical speculations of Nir-~tina contained in the Buddhist 
canon can arrive at any conviction different from that expressed by Burnouf, 
viz. that Nii~Gna, the highest aim, the szrmnrzlm bonum of Buddhism, is the 
absolute nothing."I0 

It is not accidental that Miiller expresses his concern about Buddhism in the 
context of "metaphysical speculation." That is, Buddhism in the nineteenth 
century intellectual scene of continental Europe was inevitably understood 
through the lens of its philosophical tradition of modernist metaphysics. An- 
drew P. Tuck thus states in his Coniparative Philosophj~ and the Philosophj~ 
of Scholnr.~hip: On the Western Ititer.pretatior? o f  NGgGrjzrna: 

The [European] Buddhologists' tenninology of "annihilation," "extinction," and 
"nihilism" discloses an obsession with the ~netaphysical and a mistrust of any 
system that bypasses questions of ontology. Burnouf's principal concern was 
whether the individual is ultimately "absorbed" into a transcendental ground 
of existence or totally "extinguished" in nin'Gl~a. And for all the scholars who 
followed him, the suspicion that the Buddhist ~irvi ina was in fact nothing-that 
there \\-as no realm of reality behind the veil of appearance-made European 
acceptance of Buddhist philosophy impossible. Burnouf, Saint-Hilaire. and 
Miiller saw nothing but annihilation of the individual, a denial of the reality 
of what Kantians were calling the "transcendental ego," what Hegelians were 
calliilg Geist." 

It renlains debatable whether Buddhist philosophy "bypasses questions 
of ontology" and whether the Buddhist concept of reality is that there is 
no realm of reality behind the veil of appearance. However, as Tuck aptly 
points out, the problem of Buddhist annihilationism as conceptualized by 
European scholars lies not so much in the nature of Buddhism itself as in the 
n~etaphysical context in which Buddhism was evaluated. Tuck's statement 
together with that of Muller offers us a frame of reference through which 
Buddhism was understood during the initial phase of the tradition's encounter 
with the continental European intellectual world. One major component of 
the frame can be identified with Buddhism's relation to metaphysics. Its natu- 
ral corollary includes the Buddhist view of self, its relation to transcendental 
reality, and the Buddhist conception of nothingness. 

As noted in both Muller and Tuck, Buddhism's relation to metaphysics has 
played a significant role in the European evaluation of Buddhism, and it con- 
tinues to be so in the Western understanding of the tradition. Buddhism has 
been frequently interpreted as a thought system that stands as a stark opposite 
to metaphysical tradition. Further expanding this idea, one finds the claim that 
Buddhism is anti-philosophical. The two theses-that is, the anti-metaphysical 
and anti-philosophical claims about Buddhism-are based on different aspects 
of Buddhism. The anti-metaphysics thesis focuses on the understanding that 



Buddhist philosophy by nature negates transcendental foundation or foun- 
dationalism in general. The anti-philosophy thesis anchors its argument in a 
dualist approach to philosophy and religion: it claims that Buddhism's goal is 
to release practitioners from suffering and does not lie in abstract theoretical 
argument. Detailed discussions of each thesis shall appear as we move on in 
this book. The dualisms of metaphysics kersus anti-metaphysics, philosophy 
versus religion, and theory versus practice are concepts that habe deep roots 
in our philosophizing. However, a reconfiguration of the relationship between 
the binary poles in the above-mentioned dualisms leads us to a new vision in 
understanding the philosophical position of Buddhism and our way of philoso- 
phizing. 

2. Thinking asland the Fozlndation of Beitzg 

In considering Buddhism's relation to metaphysics as well as to the nine- 
teenth century European evaluation of Buddhism, Descartes seems to be a 
good starting point. At the center of the Europeans' reluctance to admit Bud- 
dhist philosophy lies the legacy of the modern subject duly represented by the 
Cartesian Ego-Cogito. 

Modernity in Europe began, among others, with the creation of the think- 
ing subject, which had gradually replaced the power of God in various fields 
of human science. Works by Renc Descartes (1596-1650), especially his 
Discozrrse on the Method (1637)  and Meditations on First Philosophy (1 641), 
symbolically portray this transition, and the birth of the modem self in the 
form of Ego-Cogito. Through these ~vorks. Descartes set the orientation of 
the nature of philosophy, Lvhich will dominate continental metaphysics for 
the next three hundred years. The transition from God to the thinking subject 
(Ego-Cogito) as the foundation of knowledge, however. did not take place 
without the agonizing strilggles of the critical mind which was keenly aware 
of the changing environlnents and \vliich was also desperately searching for 
the grounds of existence and the certainty of human knowledge. 

Descartes stands as a representative figure in this pursuit for a new direc- 
tion in the relationship between men and God, on the one hand. and men 
and things, on the other. Objections from his contemporaries evidence the 
radical nature of his reasoning and the intensity of the struggle he had to go 
through in order to introduce the thinking subject as a major player in human 
understanding. In the Discoza.se on the Method, Descartes devotes his inquiry 
to a search for the fundamental law that guides the certainty of knowledge. 
The systematic doubts he carried out were based on his suspicion of the reli- 
ability of human knowledge. He asks whether the kno~vledge he had obtained 
through education was as reliable as he once used to think it was, and won- 
ders whether he c o ~ ~ l d  reach perfection by working on kno~vledge imparted 



to him by others. The impossibility of finding the grounds to justify one view 
over another, and the realization that knowledge, and therefore judgment, is 
bound by ungrounded assumptions forced Descartes to put himself into an 
intellectual exile for nine years, during which time he "did nothing else but 
roam here and there in the world, trying to be rather a spectator than an ac- 
tor in all the comedies that are played out there."I2 While keeping a neutral 
position and eliminating any ideas that might raise even minimal suspicion, 
Descartes had reached what he considers the unshakable ground of his being. 
and this ground was none other than his own thinking: 

I rejected as false all the reasolling that I had previously taken for demonstra- 
tions. . . . But iminediately aftenvard, I took note that, while I wanted thus to 
think that eve~ything was false, it necessarily had to be that I. who was thinking 
this. were something. And noticing that this truth-I tliiiik, the~efor~e I sin-was 

so fin11 and so assured that all the most extravagant suppositions of the skeptics 
were not capable of shaking it. I judged that I could accept it, without scruple. as 
the first pri~lciple of the philosophy that 1 was seeking. (Italics original.) l 3  

Once the certainty of the thinking subject is self-confirmed, Descartes ex- 
tends his inquiry to the issue of the immortality of the soul that exists apart 
from a corporeal body. And finally, the existence of God is to be confirmed 
as an inevitable foundation of his own existence and knowledge. 

In the Meditations on First Philosophy written several years after the 
Discozirse OM the Method, Descartes reconfirms his own existence as well as 
that of God and the immortality of the soul. At the beginning of the Medita- 
tions, with the resolution that philosophy will not be sinned against twice, 
Descartes boldly declares that the existence of God and the immortality of 
the soul should be dealt with philosophically rather than theologically. With 
this declaration, the transition from the theocentric to the androcentric world 
that was already played out in the Discozrrse on the Method is rearticulated 
and reconfirmed. In Meditations, Descartes defines the certainty of his exis- 
tence by the fact that he thinks. That he doubts his being at the very mornent 
he does his thinking provides him the undoubted ground for his existence. 
Hence thinking itself becomes the nature of being for him. Descartes writes: 
"thought exists; it alone cannot be separated from me. I am: I exist-this is 
certain. . . . I arn . . . precisely nothing but a thinking thing; that is, a mind. or 
intellect, or understanding, or reason-words of whose meanings I was previ- 
ously ignorant. Yet I am a true thing and am truly existing; but what kind of 
thing? I have said it already: a thinking thing."'? 

The thinking itself in Cartesian reasoning not only represents the nature 
of one's existence but that of the soul as well: "I [am] a substance the whole 
essence or nature of which is only to think, and which, in order to be, does 
not have need of any place, and does not depend on any ~naterial thing. Thus 



this 'I' that is to say, the soul through which I am that which I am, is entirely 
distinct from the body, and is even easier to know than it, and, even if the 
latter were not at all, the soul would not cease to be all that which it is." 'j As 
Descartes finds the evidence of his existence within hiinself (he as a thinking 
being), so does he regard the existence of God: "the idea of God which is in 
us must have God himself as its cause."'" This argument is a further elabora- 
tion of his view previously discussed in the Discozlrse: "that the things that 
we conceive very clearly and very distinctly are all true is assured only for the 
reasons that God is or exists. that he is a perfect being, and that all that which 
is in us comes from him. From whence it follows that our ideas or notions, 
being real things, and coming from God. in all that in which they are clear and 
distinct, cannot, in this, be anything but true."'- The irony of Cartesian dis- 
course is evident: Descartes derives God froin the Cogito in order to confirm 
the certainty of Cogito itself. In his discourse, the role of God is reduced to 
the keeper of Ego-Cogito. Descartes' contemporary, Blaise Pascal, is credited 
to have said: "I cannot forgive Descartes: in his whole philosophy he would 
like to do without God; but he could not help allowing him a flick of the fin- 
gers to set the world in motion; after that he had no inore use for God." lX 

A review of the Cartesian thinking subject offers us possible sources we 
can look to for the understanding of the nineteenth century European evalu- 
ation of Buddhism. The research of Buddhism in Europe became possible 
under the assumption that Buddhism (that is, a non-Christian religious tradi- 
tion) was an object of an objective and scientific study. However, the socio- 
political imbalance of power between the East and the West-concretized by 
the reality of colonialis~n-and a different set of philosophical assumptions 
and traditions hindered European understanding of Buddhism. From the per- 
spective of modernist metaphysics, the goal of Buddhism was none other than 
"annihilation" of being, the Cartesian Ego-Cogito. Such an anti-metaphysical 
system that denies the foundation of existence could not but create horror. 

However, we need to discern what a thought systein would actually entail 
when it is labeled as anti-metaphysical. Does anti-metaphysical denote that 
the thought system "bypasses the issue of ontology" as Tuck claimed? If an 
anti-metaphysical system refuses to deal with the issues that are commonly 
categorized as "metaphysical," what are the concerns of that system'? Does 
that simply disqualify the system as a philosophy or does an anti-metaphysical 
thought system offer its own way of dealing with the issues that constitute the 
core of metaphysical discourse? These questions about metaphysical and anti- 
metaphysical systems are poignant not only in the Buddhist encounter with 
the Western world and Western philosophical systeill but also in philosophy's 
encounter with postinodern thought. In order to fi~rther explore the issue, let 
us examine the Buddhist concept of self and its positions on metaphysical 
discourse. 



3. Buddhism and the Contingency of Self 

One of the classic texts in the Buddhist tradition that deals with the Buddha's 
view on metaphysical discourse is a dialogue between the Buddha and 
Malunkyaputta. Malunkyaputta is especially well-known for the ten questions 
on metaphysical issues he posed to the Buddha, which Buddhist tradition has 
identified as the "undeclared" thesis (PBli: a~;vGkata; Sk. ayGkyta).  Accord- 
ing to the dialogue, when the venerable Malurikyaputta was meditating, a 
reasoning mind arose in him, raising the following questions: 

The follouing \le\cs were set aside, ignored, and not fully explained by the 
World Honored One That is. (1) whether the world is eternal or (2) the world 1s 
not eternal, (3) whether the uorld has an end or (4) the world does not ha\e an 
end, ( 5 )  uhether llfe (the soul) is the same as the body, or (6) llfe (the soul) 1s 
one thlng, the body another. (7) whether the Tathiigata dies, or (8) the Tathiigata 
does not die. or (9) the Tathiigata both dies and does not d ~ e ,  01 ( I  0) the Tathiigata 
ne~ther d ~ e s  nor does not dle I do not like [that these issues habe not been ex- 
pla~ned]. 1 *odd  not put up wltli that, nor let ~t go " I y  (Numbers added ) 

With this doubt, Mal~unkyaputta went to see the Buddha and asked hi111 
these questions. Prior to asking, he had decided that if the Buddha failed 
to produce satisfactory answers to his questions, he would disavow the 
Buddha's training and go back to secular life. In our discussion of Descartes, 
we mentioned that through his doubts, Descartes discovered three aspects of 
his existence: the "I" as the "thinking thing," the existence of soul, and God 
as the ground for both. This trinity of subjectivity, rationalism, and God as 
the transcendental foundation of both provided Descartes with the security of 
human existence as well as the certainty of knowledge. MBlulikyaputta could 
have been a Descartes in Buddha's time. Like Descartes, Malunkyaputta 
wanted to have a clear knowledge about the nature of his existence in this 
world, afterlife. and their foundation. However, the Buddha flatly rejected his 
Cartesian inquiries on the nature of the universe, the afterlife, and the soul as 
irrelevant to Buddhist discourse. The Buddha responded to Malunkyaputta 
that the reality of life remains the same regardless of one's position on the 
issues he raised. The Buddha asks Malunkyaputta: "Malunkyaputta, are you 
following me because I told you that the world is eternal?" Malunkyaplltta 
said no. Then, the Buddha explained the situation with a well-known story. If 
someone was shot with a poisoned arrow, the first thing the person should do 
is to get rid of the arrow and save his life. If the person insisted that he needed 
to know, before he removed the arrow, who shot the arrow, what the arrow 
was made of, and why the person shot him, he would risk his life. Those 
questions do not help him to save his life. By the same token, the questions 
as to the eternity of the world, the relationship between body and the mind, or 
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to the i~nmortality of the Tathagata do not help people solve the issue of life 
and death. Whatever the answers to the above questions might be, the Bud- 
dha contends, one is born into this world, gets through the sufferings of life, 
gets old and eventually dies. The Buddha thus tells Malunkyaputta: "Those 
who believe that the world is eternal also go through birth, aging, sickness, 
grief and sadness, worries, agony, and create in that way a bunch of suffering. 
Similarly, those who believe that the world is not eternal go through birth, 
aging, sickness, grief and sadness, \vorries, agony and create in that way a 
bunch of ~uffering."'~ 

One conventional interpretation of this dialogue holds that Buddhism takes 
metaphysical discourse to be unnecessary because the goal of Buddhism 
is to save practitioners from suffering ~<.hich cannot be alleviated through 
theorization or logical (or illogical) arguments." A more nuanced interpre- 
tation of this dialogue can be gained by examining John Hick's views of 
"unanswered questions" and "unanswerable questions" in religious tradition. 
For Hick, "unanswered questions" are "legitimate questions to which there 
are presumably true answers, but to which we do not in fact know the an- 
swers," whereas "unanswerable questions" are "about realities transcending 
the systems of categories available in our human thought and language."" 
Hick categorizes the first six of Malunkyaputta's questions as unanswered 
questions. He contends that the Buddha intentionally withheld the answers to 
these questions since they are irrelevant to the teachings of the Buddha. The 
goal of the Buddha's teaching, according to Hick, prioritizes soteriological 
edification and to know the answer to these questions would not serve that 
goal. The simile of the poisoned arrow and subsequent advice by the Buddha 
to Malunkyiiputta appear to support Hick's argument. As for the questions (7) 
through (lo), in which Malunkyaputta asks about the status of the Tathagata 
after death, Hick explains them as both "unanswered" and "unanswerable." 
According to Hick, these are questions regarding a state which is too deep 
and profound for common people to understand. Based on his ideas of 
"unanswered" and "unanswerable" questions. Hick tentatively concludes that 
the Buddha's insight is based on a "need-to-know" basis and for the Buddha 
"what we need to know is soteriological rather than n1etaphysical."~3 Hick's 
argument is persuasive and fits nicely with conventional wisdom in Buddhist 
~ tud ies .~Wowever ,  it is debatable whether soteriological and metaphysical 
concerns can be so clearly distinguishable in a religious tradition such as 
Buddhism. Can a religious tradition be maintained by simply disnlissing 
metaphysical issues and emphasizing the primacy of a soteriological goal? 

The Buddha's silence to Malunkyaputta's questions could represent the 
Buddhist mistrust of metaphysical discourse per se. Or it could be another 
way of addressing the issues that are conventio~lally considered metaphysical. 
It is true that in the above mentioned dialogue the Buddha refused to discuss 



The Silence of the Buddha 19 

Malunkyaputta's inquiry on the soul, the universe, the relation between soul 
and body, the afterlife and the meaning of death. However, in other dialogues 
in early Buddhist texts, the Buddha implicitly and explicitly addresses these 
topics. The Buddha's concept of self, or, rather, his theory of no-self, ex- 
plains the relationship between self (or soul) and body; this, in turn, shed 
light on the meaning of life, death, and afterlife. Without directly answering 
Malunkyaputta's questions, the Buddha was indeed answering them. The 
point is not whether or not the Buddha answered these questions. but how 
the Buddha addresses the issue and how Buddhist tradition has directed our 
interest, curiosity. and desire to learn about these issues. 

Let us go back to the ten questions and examine how these questions 
and the Buddha's handling of them represent the Buddha's way of ad- 
dressing metaphysical issues as well as Buddhism's soteriological goal. 
Malunkyaputta's questions can be categorized into four metaphysical issues: 
"the first two pairs of propositions refer to the duration and the extent of the 
world. the third, to the nature of the soul, and the last four, to the state of the 
dead saint."" These questions were posed froin two distinct philosophical 
positions: the eternalist position and the annihilationist (or materialist) posi- 
tion. The former contends that existence continues after the destruction of the 
tangible, material reality of the body and the world, whereas the latter asserts 
that existence is terminated together with the extinction of inaterial reality. In 
his tenfold inquiry to the Buddha, Malunkyaputta asks the Buddha whether 
he is a materialist (annihilationist) or eternalist. By maintaining silence to 
Malunkyaputta's questions, the Buddha declares that he is neither. Not only 
can the Buddha's position not be categorized as either materialist or eternalist, 
but the very itnpossibility of complying with the dualistic model constitutes 
the core of his philosophical frame. Several sections in the Chinese Agama, 
in which the Buddha openly maintains the position of "non-declaration," 
demonstrate this stance. One example comes from a dialogue entitled "Sfitra 
of Having Self' in which one of the Buddha's followers has a doubt about the 
meaning of no-self and asks the Buddha as follows: 

"Dear World-Honored One, how would you say? Does 'I' exist?" the Buddha 
remained silent to this question. Vatsa asked the same question three tiines and 
the Buddha kept silence each time. Disappointed by the Buddha's silence, Vatsa 
thought that the Buddha was not capable to answer his questions and was about 
to leave the Buddha. Ananda, who was watching the incident, tells the Buddha. 
"World Honored One, Vatsa asked you three times. Why did you avoid answer- 
ing his questions? Your silence could raise a suspicious idea in him and make 
him think that you were unable to answer his question." The Buddha replies to 
Ananda: "If I said 'I' exists. that will only deepen the wrong view Vatsa already 
has in his mind; if I said '1' does not exist, that ineans that there was 'I' and now 
'I' does not exist. which will deepen the suspicion in Vatsa's mind. If I say, 'I' 
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originally existed. that will be the view of permanence: if I say, 'I ' is annihilated. 
that will be the view of annihilation. Tathagata stays away from both extremes 
and teaches the dhanna of the middle. That is. because this exists, that exists. 
Because this happens, that  happen^."'^ 

In this dialogue, the Buddha refuses the views of both eternalists and 
annihilationists regarding the existence of self and explains it according to 
the Buddhist theory of "dependent co-arising." Hence the Buddha states: 
"because this exists, that exists." Existence, fro111 the Buddha's perspective, 
occurs dependently, and not through a maintenance or extinction of a certain 
independent quality of an entity. The Buddha's dialogue with Ananda in the 
above passage indicates that his silence is his way of communicating the im- 
possibility of choosing between the eternalist and annihilationist positions. 

A close connection betbveen the Buddha's silence and his philosophical 
paradigm is also articulated in his dialogue with KaSyapa. In the dialogue, 
KBsyapa asks to the Buddha kvhether the suffering. with which the Buddha 
characterizes the life of unenlightened beings, is of one's own making or cre- 
ated by causes other than oneself. 

Kaiyapa asks the Buddha: "What would you say. venerable one? Is suffer- 
ing of one's own making'?" The Buddha tells Kasyapa: "As to the question of 
whether suffering is of one's olvn making, the Buddha keeps silence." KBSyapa 
asks again: "What would you say, then. ~enerab le  one? Is suffering caused by 
others'!" The Buddha tells KaSyapa: "As to the question of whether suffering 
is caused by others, the Buddha also keeps silence." KBSyapa asks once again: 
"What would you say, venerable one'? Is suffering caused both by oneself and 
others?" The Buddha says to KBsyapa: "As to the question of lvhether suffering 
is caused both by oneself and others, the Buddha also keeps silence." KaSyapa 
asks again: "Is suffering caused neither by oneself. nor by others, and thus by 
nothing?" The Buddha responds again: "As to whether suffering is caused nei- 
ther by oneself. nor by others, and thus by nothing, the Buddha keeps silence." 
KBsyapa asks once again. " . . . &hen I asked ~vhether suffering is of one's ow11 
making, you answered that that cannot be anslvered: lvlien I asked whether suf- 
fering is caused by others, or both by oneself and others. or neither by oneself 
nor by others. thus has no cause. you answered that that cannot be answered. 
Then, is it the case that suffering does not exist?" The Buddha says to KZSyapa, 
"Suffering does not not exist; suffering does exist." 

KBSyapa tells the Buddha, "I'm glad to hear that. You said that suffering does 
exist; please teach me about that, so that I can learn about suffering and see into 
it." The Buddha tells KBSyapa, "If feeling [of suffering] is one's own feeling, 
I would obviously say that suffering is caused by self: if the feeling is others'. 
and thus others are the ones who receive the feeling, I ~vould obviously say that 
suffering is caused by others. If feeling is one's and others' feeling. and thus 
suffering is caused by the self and others. 1 keep silence. If suffering is caused 
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neither by self nor by others. and thus without cause comes into being. I also 
keep silence. Tath2gata leaves two extremes and thus teaches the middle path. 
Because of tli~s, that happens: because this arises. that arises":' 

I cited the episode in its entirety in order to demonstrate the pattern of 
argument the Buddha elnploys in the section where the "undeclared" issues 
are discussed. In all three dialogues, the Buddha responds by maintaining 
silence as to certain questions. In the dialogue with Malunkyaputta. the Bud- 
dha emphasizes the soteriological irrelevancy of the questions; with Vatsa, the 
Buddha identifies the problem of Vatsa's questions as eternalist-annihilation- 
ist dualism, whicli the Buddha claims to go against his own position of inter- 
dependency of existence. In the dialogue with KaSyapa, the Buddha further 
clarifies his position. He admits that his silence on the cause of suffering does 
not negate the existence of suffering. Suffering "does exist." The Buddha is 
yet to explain how he would confirm the existence of suffering if he keeps 
silent as to the cause of suffering. However, at least one thing is clear: the 
Buddha is not ~nerely refusing to discuss the issues that are brought up to him 
by his students because the issues are not related to the soteriological goal. 
Instead. through his declaration of "undeclarability," the Buddha reveals that 
the mode of question itself needs to be reconsidered. 

As Steven Collins explains, the questions asked by Malunkyaputta, Vatsa, 
and Kasyapa are. from the Buddha's perspective, linguistically ill-for~ned.'~ 
The questions the Buddha refuses to answer are unanswerable not because the 
questions deal with the reality that transcends our experience and linguistic 
expression as described by Hick, but because the questions themselves 
are flawed and based on untenable presuppositions. The undeclared thesis 
of the Buddha is the incident of logical and linguistic impasse that occurs 
when interlocutors do not share basic assumptions of their dialogue. The 
gap between the inquisitors deprives one side of linguistic, logical, and 
philosophical tools to respond, which results in the silence of one side.?' One 
frequently cited popular version of this example goes: "Have you stopped 
beating your wife?" The question is unanswerable if the interlocutor consid- 
ers himself as free from the charge of beating his wife. Neither positive nor 
negative answer will enable the dialoguer to make the point that the question 
is itself irrelevant to his situation. 

The Buddha's silence in the undeclared thesis offers a salient point about 
Buddhism's relation to metaphysical discourse. In all the three dialogues be- 
tween the Buddha and his followers we examined here, the Buddha's silence 
is followed by the Buddha's exposition of his own mode of thinking. While 
refusing to answer the questions in the manner the questions were posed, 
the Buddha proposes his position by explicating the idea of the middle path, 
which is not subject to eitherlor logic. Hick's explanation of the Buddha's 



dismissal of nletaphysical issues as unnecessary information based on his 
"need-to-know" teaching system stems from his belief that the Buddha's 
priority was always soteriological. Furthennore, this raises the assumption 
that metaphysical issues are by nature unrelated to a soteriological goal. Our 
examination of the Buddha's silence in the undeclared cases suggests the 
contrary. As opposed to the clai~ll that the Buddha took an anti-philosophi- 
cal stance through his silence, one can argue that the Buddha employed his 
silence to actively get involved with his own philosophical argument and, by 
so doing, he was demonstrati~lg his own logical system."' 

When the Buddha refused to give a direct answer to Malunkyaputta, he 
explains the reason for his dismissal of Malunkyaputta's questions as fol- 
lows: "As to whether the world is eternal or not, I have not explained it at 
all. Why is it so? Because it does not comply with the meaning of things. nor 
the Truth, nor the fundamentals of pure living. It does not lead one to attain 
wisdom, nor awakening. nor nirvana. That is why I have not explained it at 
all."31 In this passage, the Buddha offers six categories that constitute the 
value system of his discourse: meaning of things, achievement of truth, ex- 
ercise of the fundamentals of pure living. achievement of wisdom, achieve- 
ment of awakening, and achievement of nirvana. Each category reflects what 
one could take as technically Buddhist concepts, but it is not too difficult to 
convert them into more generic philosophical terms. The first two catego- 
ries, translated as "the meaning of things" and "the Truth," have to do with 
the philosophical search for the meaning of things and ultimate truth; the 
next two categories, "the fundamentals of pure lii ing" and the attainment of 
"wisdom," are related to the subject's relationship to the first two categories. 
In other words, the fundamentals of pure living imply an ethical and virtuous 
life as well as religious practice. The attainment of wisdom-wisdom being 
a special type of knowledge from the Buddhist perspective-is the subject's 
capacity to get through the reality of things, and the final two categories sug- 
gest the result that ~vi l l  follow when the philosophical investigation of the 
first four categories is performed properly. When the subject comes to have 
a correct understanding of the objects and of truth. and, when such under- 
standing complies with one's ethical behaviors and internalized knowledge 
of things, the subject will eventually become one with things and truth, 
which leads one to liberation. 

Based on this analysis. we can say that the Buddha does not suggest that 
he keeps silent to the questions raised by Maluiikyaputta because they are 
irrelevant to the goal of his teaching. Instead, the Buddha clarifies that they 
do not "comply with" the reality of things, of truth and, thus. one's ethical 
and religious life in the way the Buddha sees the world. The problem the 
Buddha finds with Malunkyaputta's questions are not so much the ques- 
tions themselves but the way questions are posed and the way those issues 
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are framed. Having explained the six categories of his own value system. 
the Buddha informed Malulikyaputta: "What is it that has been explained 
by me? I have explained: suffering, accumulation of suffering, cessation of 
suffering, and the path leading to the cessation of  suffering. These are what 
I have explained.":' These four aspects of the Buddha's teaching, known as 
the Four Noble Tn~ths ,  is the way the Buddha explains the structure of and 
one's relation to the world. An elucidation of the relationship between the 
Four Noble Truths and the six categories of value system the Buddha offered 
to Malulikyaputta will further clarify the Buddha's philosophical position. 

In this context, one can interpret the simile of the poisoned arrow that 
appeared in the Buddha's dialogue with Malulikyaputta as part of the Bud- 
dha's philosophical endeavor. The conventional interpretation of  the simile 
claims that the Buddha in this episode flatly rejects philosophical curiosity 
as a waste of time. However, as Yi Chungp'yo, a Korean scholar of early 
Buddhism, argues. 

One cannot say that the person is merely exercising lierlhis curiosity when s!he 
refused to remove the poisoned arrow [before sllie learns about the nature of the 
arrow itself]. The person must have thought that the source of herihis suffering 
lics in the poisoned arrow, and sihe makes the arrow itself an issue because s/he 
thought that by learning about the arrow, slhe can remove the source of her!liis 
suffering. It is true that the cause of suffering is not 'the existence' of the poi- 
soned arrolv. but the 'reality' of being shot by the poisoned arrow. Hence, the 
Buddha advises that one should remo\.e the poisoned arrow, without being con- 
cerned about tlie existe~ice of the arrow itself, and through this the B~lddlia tells 
us what is the correct way of doing philosophy if one wishes to be relieved from 
the reality of suffering; but the Buddha does not negate philosophy itself.'" 

If a distinction is made between philosophy and religion, this argument 
leads us to the conclusion that the Four Noble Truths demonstrate the Bud- 
dha's philosophical paradigm as much as his religious goal. Another dialogue 
in the Chinese Agama further clarifies the issue: 

Kacciiyana asked the Buddha: "World Honored One. what is the Right View that 
you teach'? ITow is i t  the Right View and how do you explain it?" 

The Buddha responded to Kacciiyana: "One's worldview relies on either one 
of tlie following two: existence and lion-existence [or being and non-being]. 
People become attached to what they encounter. Getting attached to what they 
encounter. some people rely on existence in their understanding of the world. 
and others on non-existence. If one does not get attached. even when the mind 
is constrained by phenomena, tlie mind will not be attached to tliein, and thus 
will neither stagnate nor calculate. [In that situation] one takes the arising of 
suffering as arising of suffering and its cessation as cessation. without being sus- 
picious or being confused. Without relying on others, one knows. This is called 
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the Right View. This is the Right View the TathBgata has explained. Why is it 
so? If one has a clear view about the appearing of things in the world, there is 
no thing that does not exist: and if one has a clear view about the disappearance 
of things in the ivorld, there is no thing that exists. This is called cutting off two 
extreines and explaining the ~niddle path. That is to say. because this exists, that 
exists; because this arises, that arises.34 

This dialogue with Kaccayana clearly elaborates the philosophical impli- 
cation of the Buddha's silence. In the dialogues with Miilunkyaputta, Vatsa, 
and KiiSyapa, the Buddha tells his inquisitors that he would keep silent on the 
issues brought up by them. The Buddha in all three dia log~~es tells his inquisi- 
tor that his teaching is based on the dependent nature of things: "because this 
exists, that exists." In the Kacciiyana dialogue, the nature of this dependency 
of beings develops into a most fundamental issue in philosophical discourse: 
that is, the question of being (existence) and non-being (or non-existence). 
The Buddha claims that philosophical discourses as well as views in the 
world come to emerge when things are viewed from a substantialist perspec- 
tive, which creates a dualism of being and non-being. Refusing to answer 
the questions when the questions were posed based on the substantialist 
perspective, the Buddha offers his position as the ~niddle path. As opposed to 
the substantialism of metaphysics, we can identify the Buddha's philosophi- 
cal paradigm as a non-substantialist perspective. The point to note here is 
that, even though being and non-being, or existence and non-existence, take 
the form of a dichotomy in common-sense logic, in the Buddha's system, 
they belong to the same category in the sense that both being and non-being 
anchor themselves in the idea of the substantial existence of an entity either 
through affirmation or negation. 

The Buddha teaches that when one realizes the dependent nature of 
existence, one attains Right View and then, "without relying on others, one 
knows [the reality of the encou~ltered phenon~enon]." The Buddha's claim 
in this passage raises a question: if one knows the Right View, who is the 
subject of this act of knowing? If the Buddha rejects the subject who exists 
as a separate entity, how does he identify the subject who knows the reality 
of phenomena? In another dialogue in the Agarnas, the Buddha illuminates 
the issue as he explains what is known as the Twelve Chains of Dependency. 
The Buddha's inquisitor asks: 

"Dear World Honored One, who is it that exists'!" 
The Buddha responded: "1 did not say that someone exists. If I had said that 

someone existed. you are right in asking '\vho is it that existsc?' You should ask, 
'Depending on what does existence conle illto being?' Then. 1 \vould ansiver: 
"Dependent upon attachment, existence conles into being, \vhich becomes the 
cause of the future contact. This is called e x i ~ t e n c e . " ~  
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The nature of the question asked here is similar to the instances in which 
the Buddha allegedly remained silent. The Buddha in this dialogue takes 
the active position of correcting liis inquisitor. As Steven Collins states that 
the ten undeclared questions are linguistically ill-formulated, the Buddha is 
pointing out that the form of question already forecloses the possible answer. 
In an analysis similar to that of Steven Collins, Henry Cruise states: "The 
point of the analogy would seem to be that . . . what is assumed by the very 
framing of the question. . . is unacceptable. So much so that to deny the ques- 
tion is not enough; one  nus st deny the assumption in the question. and one 
does this by rejecting the question as not legitimate."'" 

The Buddha's sensitivity to the forms of interrogation is not mere for- 
mality. or an addendum to his philosophy, but is his philosophy itself. As it 
will become clear, in philosophical investigation. "how" the enunciated is 
articulated is as important as "what" is enunciated. A shift of concern from 
"what" to "how" in a philosophical articulation also demonstrates a change in 
philosophical paradigm. When the "what-ness" of an entity occupies the main 
concern of a philosophical discourse that philosophical system takes the form 
of substantialism. and the system's discourse develops according to identity- 
principle. As a discourse underscores the problem of "what-ness" based logic 
and addresses the issue of "how," as the Buddha does in his undeclared thesis, 
that philosophy takes the position of non-substantialism. The "how" in this 
case does not indicate an applicative dimension of "what": "how" itself con- 
stitutes the non-whatness of the what, or the non-identity of identity. When 
the discourse of "how" encounters the logic of "what" that dominates the 
linguistic convention of the time, the fonner has to reconfigure the logic and 
language it employs. The Buddha's silence functions as a provisional logic 
and language that detnonstrates the gap between the philosophical paradigm 
of substantialism and that of non-substantialism. 

The non-substantial position of the Buddha frequently puts him in a lin- 
guistic conundrum as demonstrated in the cases of the undeclared thesis. The 
annihilation theory used by nineteenth century European intellectuals to char- 
acterize Buddhism is what the Buddha rejected as an inappropriate measure 
to discuss his position. The act of annihilation by nature requires an object 
to be annihilated. Based on this logical premise, the Europeans accused Bud- 
dhism of being nihilistic. And nihilism is disparaged as pessimistic because it 
is based on a tendency or an intention to destroy and deny that which has been 
assumed to exist, be it existence of an entity, a moral value. a social structure, 
or the meaning of life. Nihilism is also understood as negative based on the 
assumption that the nihilist destruction, negation, and denial of that which ex- 
ists are usually not accompanied by an alternative to replace that which will 
have been removed. The result is anarchism in a society, decadence in moral 
and ethical position, or radical skepticism in philosophy. 



When the European thinkers and European Buddhist scholars identified 
Buddhism with the annihilation theory, or "the cult of nothingness," a 
pessimistic tone was inevitable because the idea of no-self cannot but be 
interpreted as the removal of the existing self. The Buddha's position as 
revealed through our examination of the dialogues in the Chinese Agama 
demonstrates that the Buddha's theory of no-self has little to do with "re- 
moving" or "annihilating" self. The concept of "removing" or "annihilat- 
ing" is an ill-formulated argument because the Buddha's claim of no-self 
denotes the non-substantial nature of self. not the annihilation of it. Self 
exists only as a contingent reality, not as a permanent and independent 
essence. 

As we compare Buddhist understanding of self and metaphysical issues 
with those in Continental modern metaphysics, we note that what is at stake is 
the attitude as much as the contents of a discourse. What I mean by "attitude" 
is a basic assumption maintained by the agent in carrying out a philosophical 
inquiry. What makes Descartes the author of the Cartesian thinking is not so 
much the clarity and authenticity of his logic. but his desire and determination 
to create an unshakable ground of his existence at all cost. Malulikyaputta 
shares with Descartes this desire to find answers to his questions. Thus the 
attitude with which Descartes and Malunkyiiputta pose these questions pre- 
figures their answers. Metaphysical discourse is derived from the determina- 
tion of a human subject who wishes to put the world in an orderly manner and 
keep it within the scope which can be n~anip~llated by human will. The gap 
between reality and the human desire to measure reality is what the Buddha 
calls "suffering." 

Was the Buddha completely free from such a desire? In theory, the Bud- 
dha should be, since enlightenment is a state in which a being is liberated 
from desire. Desire by nature presupposes a division between the desir- 
ing subject and the desired object. The subject-object division is a basic 
structure for desire to take place. The division is connected through "inten- 
tionality," the direction of the subject toward the desired object. Similar to 
Brentano's concept of intentionality in phenomenology, Buddhist intention- 
ality, the core element in the creation of karma, characterizes the subject- 
object relationship in the unenlightened state. Enlightenment as described 
in the Chinese Agama is characterized by the disappearance of this division. 
When the Buddha pointed out to his inquisitor that the question should 
have been posed as "dependent on what does existence come into being?" 
instead of "who is it that exists?" the Buddha was claiming that assuming 
an individual identity based on the division between the subject and object 
is not a correct way of understanding reality. The subject is already other 
in the Buddha's philosophical paradigm, because the subject's existence is 
dependent upon the elements of non-subject. which nullifies the concept of 
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the subject itself. When the subject is identified as other, intentionality can- 
not take place. There is neither direction nor space that the subject's desire 
can move through and toward. 

Tlie Buddha considered any attempt to understand a being in terms of 
"what" as an ill-fonned question. In all the dialogues we have examined, the 
Buddha advises his inquisitors that one can ask "how" but not "what." De- 
spite the English expression "dependent origination," the Buddha's philoso- 
phy does not tell us the origin of things; it only tells us things are "depend- 
ently originating." This  neth hod of the Buddha seems to relieve him fro111 the 
burden of identifying the Transcendental Signifier, or the Unmoved Mover, 
for which Descartes had to resort to the conception of God. However, was 
tlie Buddha really free from such a burden? Without foundation, how does 
the Buddha legitimize his theory of dependent origination? On what grounds 
does his philosophy claim its truth over what he calls the "heretical views" 
of substantialist visions? The Buddha's explanation of being and the world 
is purely epistemological. He uses the method of epoch&-ing-to borrow the 
phenomenological expression-regardig the issue of the ontological founda- 
tion of being." Where then does the Buddha's epistemological statement 
anchor itself? 

Dialogues in the Chinese Agama indicate that the Buddha did not com- 
pletely negate the possibility of the transcendental legitimacy of his theory. 
When asked by a monk whether the theory of dependent origination was 
created by the Buddha or others. the Buddha responded: "The law of de- 
pendent origination was made neither by me nor by anyone else. Regard- 
less of the appearance of the Tathiigata [the Buddha] into this world, the 
d i ~ l n r r n a d ~ ~ ~ t ~ ~  [or the realm of reality] exists permanently. The Tathiigata 
came to realize this law, attain equal and right enlightenment. and explain 
it for the benefit of tlie p e ~ p l e . " ' ~  The passage suggests a con~plex situation 
Buddhism situates itself with regard to metaphysics. If the Buddha claimed 
that either he or anyone else had created the law of dependent origination, 
this leads to positing the original cause of the world. This is self-destruc- 
tive, because providing the originator of the law of dependent origination 
contradicts the very nature of the Buddha's law that things are dependently 
arising. To identify the origin or the originator requires isolating an entity 
from its dependent nature and confirming the independent nature of its ex- 
istence. On the other hand, by negating any originator, and affirming it as 
the way things are, the Buddha concedes the responsibility of legitimizing 
the law to the natural world. By naturalizing the law of dependency and 
thus relieving liitnself from the burden of contradicting his own theory, the 
Buddha creates his own metaphysics. In this sense, Yi Chungp'yo claims 
that the philosophical position of the Buddha does not destroy metaphysics, 
but criticizes false metaphysics. Yi states: 



. . . metaphysics always contains the instance of transcendentality. In other 
words, it deals with trans-experieiitial reality. The Buddha's awareness that 
the d/ial-nz~~dhutlr exists permanently is not something that he obtained through 
experience. This is so because since our experience is finite. one cannot experi- 
ence the permanence of the dhal-nlau'hatlr. Therefore, if the Buddha attained 
the realization of the law of dependent origination and revealed it  to sentient 
beings, one cannot but say that the law of dependent origination is another fornl 
of metaphysics. The logic then goes that the goal of the undeclared thesis did not 
lie in destroying metaphysics; instead, its goal should be understood as critique 
of the problem of existing metapl~ysics.'~ 

In the context of Yi's argument, \ve can ask following questions: If Eu- 
ropean modernist metaphysics is characterized by the universalization of a 
regional value constructed through the reification of a specific human fac- 
ulty whose legitimacy is derived through God-as we discussed it through 
the case of the Cartesian Ego-Cogito-. in what sense, does the Buddha's 
naturalization of dependent origination, n hich leads to the Buddhist theory 
of no-self, distinguish itself from metaphysics? Is metaphysics possible only 
in a substantialist mode of thinking such as European Continental modern- 
ist philosophy, or is a non-substantialist metaphysics possible, for which the 
Buddha's discourses in the Agama could be a candidate? The reasoning we 
are evoking here is not about naming. We are not simply asking whether a 
certain philosophical system is qualified to be identified as metaphysical. In- 
stead, the question is whether a thought system, be it philosophy or religion, 
is possible without to some degree relying on a certain type of metaphysical 
foundation. In the end, our discussion is not just about either metaphysics or 
a-metaphysics, but about our habitual mode of thinking that generates a clear 
border between the two: metaphysics and a-metaphysics. 

In one of the classic pieces of scholarship on the undeclared thesis of 
the Buddha, T. R. V. Murti interprets the undeclared thesis as the moment 
when the dialectic was born. Identifying the three major interpretations of 
the silence of the Buddha as "the practical. the agnostic. and the negative," 
Murti claims that they are "specimens of an incorrect reading of Bud- 
d h i s ~ n . " ~ ~  The practical interpretation claims that the Buddha did not answer 
Miilunkyiiputta's questions because the Buddha considered them to be of 
no help to the practitioner in overcoming suffering. The agnostic position 
understands the Buddha's silence as an indication that the issues brought up 
by Malunkyaputta could not be answered because the nature of the issues is 
related to the realm beyond the experiential. The negative interpretation con- 
siders that by silence the Buddha suggested that the self is not and nirvana is 
annihilation. Murti contends that the Buddha's silence cannot be agnostic be- 
cause agnosticism "is an attitude of doubt and despair, but Buddha's answer 
is de~is ive."~ '  Nor can the Buddha's silence be u~lderstood as nihilistic, Murti 
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argues, because the Buddha explicitly denies annihilationism together with 
eternalism as wrong views. Against these interpretations of the unanswered 
questions of the Buddha, M~ir t i  states: 

Criticism is the very essence of Buddha's teaching. He was aware of the anti- 
rlotnical character of reason. His refusal to answer questions about the beginning 
and extent of the world or of the unconditioned existence of the soul (jiva) and 
the Perfect being (tathsgata) was the direct outcome of the awareness of the 
conflict in Reason. It is at the same time an attempt to transcend the duality of 
reason. Dialectic Lvas born. . . . Dialectic. . . . is the consciousness of the total 
and interminable conflict in Reason and the consequent attempt to resolve the 
conflict by rising to a higher standpoint.12 

Murti contends that the dialectic in the unanswered thesis is only suggested 
and the suggestion becomes systematized in MBdhyamika thought. To Murti, 
the dialectic itself is the philosophy of the Buddha, and that was the case 
throughout the evolution of Buddhism from the Buddha in early Buddhism 
to Buddhist philosophy in Miidhyamika thought. Murti contends that early 
Buddhism's rejection of eternalism, annihilationism, and the theory of 
permanent self does not imply that the Buddha rejected metaphysics; the 
Buddha was critical of the dog~natism of a philosophical system, of which 
speculative metaphysics of the Buddha's time was guilty. Transcending the 
dogma of speculative metaphysics through the dialectical consciousness of 
thesis and anti-thesis was the Buddha's way of revealing the indescribable 
nature of  the absolute, the ultimate reality, without being trapped by 
Reason's tendency toward theorization. In this sense, the Buddha, for Murti. 
is not only a philosopher, but a prime metaphysician who demonstrated 
the inexpressibility of the absolute without being caught in the conflict of 
Reason. 

Contrary to Murti, David J. Kalupahana contends that Buddhism in 
its original form is exclusively based on empirical and anti-metaphysical 
philosophy. Developments in Buddhism after the death of the Buddha. 
Kalupahana argues, turned the tradition into metaphysics and elevated the 
Buddha to the position of a transcendental being. Kalupahana states: 

It is rather unfortunate that the 'saintliness' (buddl~atta, Sk. bfiddhnfia or ara- 
hatta, Sk. arhahla) that is attained as a result of an understanding of the 'con- 
stitution of things' (dl~c~nl~~ladhatzt) and the consequent elimination of craving 
( r i p ,  t a ~ ~ h d ,  and so on) and grasping (zrpdu'iinn) did not satisfy the ordinary 
man. What lie needed was an awe-inspiring breath-taking, transcendental father- 
figure, or a being. even though invisible, through whom he could hope to save 
himself. . . . The Buddha rejected any ultimate principle like the individual 'self' 
(itrncm) or the Universal Reality (loka = Upanisadic Brahman). His rejection 



was based on the fact that any such Ultimate Reality, which was recognized 
as nonsensuous, indescribable, and transcendental, is also nietayhj.sica1. Meta- 
physics, as the Buddha saLv. \\.as a field \\here common sense may run riot and 
where there is no standard measure ( I I L I  pc~tm?yni atthi) to determine whether 
there is any reality or not.i" (italics original) 

In this sense, Kalupahana understands the Buddha's silence to 
MBlunkyBputta's questions as well as other incidents of the unanswered 
questions in the Pali NikBya and the Chinese Agama to be demonstrations 
df the Buddha's rejection of metaphysical discourse. 111 making this claim, 
Kalupahana is careful to suggest that there exists a difference between early 
Buddhist and ~nodernist philosophical conceptions of "the metaphysical." 
That is, "early Buddhism regarded questions pertaining to the origin and 
extent of the universe, the nature of the 'soul' or 'self' and the state of the 
saint after death as being metaphysical. . . . But problerns such as causal 
uniformity and survival of the human personality, which are considered 
metaphysical in 11lodern philosophy. were not looked upon as such in early 
Buddhism."-'-' Kalupahana challenges the claim that identifies Buddhism as 
a religion but not a philosophy and contends that the Buddha himself did 
not reject philosophy per se: rather the discourse of the Buddha was nothing 
but philosophical. but the Buddha's philosophy was based on empirically 
obtained knowledge. For Kalupahana, the religious aspect was an off-shot of 
later developments of Buddhism that developed after the death of the Buddha. 
The religious aspect went hand in hand xvith the elnergence of Buddhist 
metaphysics which, Kalupahana claims, the Buddha, in his teachings, 
rejected as heretical. 

We began our discussion with an attempt to juxtapose and thus reveal the 
dichotomous positio~l between the Cartesian thinking subject and Buddhist 
no-self, the former as an example of a metaphysical, substantialist mode of 
thinking in European Continental modernist philosophy and the latter as an 
a-metaphysical, non-substantialist mode of thinking in "Eastern" philosophy. 
Our discussion de~nonstrated the differences between these philosophical par- 
adigms; however, it also led us to the point at which the borderline between 
the two begins to be blurred. Once we come to realize the vulnerability of the 
border between metaphysics and a-metaphysics, we will also realize that its 
i~llplications run deep in our philosophizing. 



Chap ter  T w o  

Hegel and Buddhism 

Buddhism's encounter with Continental modern metaphysics reaches a cul- 
mination in Hegel's interpretation of Buddhism. An examination of Hegel's 
reading of Buddhism offers us with a concrete incidence in which the non- 
substantialist position of Buddhist philosophy is re-written through the lenses 
of metaphysics. 

Hegel gave four lectures on the philosophy of religion during the last ten 
years of his life. Those lectures were given in 182 1, 1824, 1827, and 183 1 
at the Uni~ersity of Berlin and were posthun~ously published as Lectures on 
the Philosophy of Religion. In four lectures, Hegel makes radical changes in 
his interpretation of different religions. In Phenomenology of' Spirit (1 807) 
Hegel categorizes religion into three types: natural, aesthetic, and revealed 
religions.' The three types of religion become modified into two levels in 
his lectures on the philosophy of religion: the determinate religion and the 
consummate religion. The natural and aesthetic religions in the previous 
categories become determinate religions, whereas revealed religion is now 
called consummate religion. 

In Hegel's lectures on the philosophy of religion, discussions of Bud- 
dhism do not appear until the 1824 lectures. The 182 1 lectures do not have 
a separate section on "immediate religion" (die unmittelbare Religion), with 
which Hegel will later categorize Buddhism. In the 1821 lectures, Hegel's 
account of "immediate religion" is mostly devoted to explaining how im- 
mediate natural objects were identified with the concept of God at the early 
stage of the development of religious consciousness. Hegel categorizes it as 
a pre-religious stage. As examples of this stage, Hegel mentions the concept 
of Heaven in Chinese religions and Brahman in Indian religions. about which 
lie offers only a sketch without detailed discussion. Buddhist religion is not 
mentioned. In the subsequent three lectures given in 1824, 1827, and 183 1 ,  



Buddhism is introduced and understood through different traits. The 1824 
lectures categorize Buddhism as an example of the "Being-m.ithin-Self' (In- 
sichsein) under the rubric of the "Religion of Magic" (Religion der Zauberei). 
In the 1827 lectures, Buddhism is no longer treated as a religion of magic; 
it is understood as the religion of the "Being-within-Self' in the category of 
"Religions of Substantiality" (Religionen del- Sz~hstun-.iulitiit). In the 183 1 
lectures, Buddhism is identified as the religion of "Being-within-Self' in the 
category of the "Internal Rupture of Consciousness" (die El?tz\t,eizrng des 
Be~cz@tseins in sich; literally, the division of consciousness itself). In these 
three lectures on religion, not only does Hegel's understanding of Buddhism 
change, but the themes Hegel discusses through Buddhism also change. In 
the 1824 lectures, Hegel pays special attention to the Buddhist theory of 
transmigration; in 1827, Hegel's focus changes to the concept of Nothing 
(Nichts) in Buddhism: and the 183 1 lectures define Buddhism as a religion 
of annihilation (Vernichtz/ng). Moving forward, we will look at the details of 
Hegel's understanding of Buddhism in his lectures of 1824, 1827, and 183 1 
and try to identify the inner structure of the transfor~nation that took place in 
his understanding of Buddhism. 

1. The Absolute Spirit a d  Transmigration: The 1824 Lectures 

In the Hegelian system, religion is defined as "the ~inity of the finite and infi- 
nite, of concept and reality."' The finite refers to "the immediate and subjec- 
tive self-consciousness" (i.e., a human being) whereas the infinite represents 
objective universality, in Hegel's words. "the general poiver of the spirit 
over the contingent, the sensuously external" (LRP II, 304). Explaining the 
phenomenon of religion as a unity of these t ~ v o  elements. Hegel describes the 
development of religion through the process of the finite's awareness of the 
infinite existing within itself and the finite's movements towards an eventual 
union with the infinite. The key in this movement is the finite's determina- 
tion, its consciousness of the existence of the infinite. di\-inity, or the abso- 
lute, within itself, which facilitates the sublation of the finite into the infinite. 
Theoretically speaking, the relationship between the finite and the infinite is 
reciprocal. Hegel states: "Even as the content, God, determines itself, so on 
the other side the subjective human spirit that has this knowledge determines 
itself too. The principle by which God is defined for human beings is also the 
principle for how humanity defines itself inwardly, or for humanity in its own 
spirit" (LRP 11, 51 5). The degree of determination, or the distance between 
the finite and the infinite, determines the level of a religion in the entire spec- 
trum of Hegel's projection as to the evolution of world religions. 

The religion of "Being-~ithin-Self," with which Hegel describes Bud- 
dhism, is the stage in ~vhich the finite (human beings) for the first time comes 
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to the determination that it is free. This stage virtually marks the beginning 
of religion because "here in this being-within-self the place of divinity in 
general emerges for the first time" (LPR 11, 305). However, the finite's rec- 
ognition of the infinite within itself, at this stage. is yet to be complete. That 
is because the finite. which is particular, empirical, and thus subject to con- 
tingency, distinguishes itself from the infinite rather than sublates itself into 
pure freedom, which is the infinite. Since the finite is yet to fully realize its 
self-identity with the absolute, it needs time to evolve to the final stage, which 
is to Hegel the meaning of Buddhist transmigration. 

In Hegel's view, the doctrine of transmigration attests to the necessity 
of te~nporal movement in the process of facilitating the final reconciliation 
between the finite and the infinite. The self-completion of the Spirit and the 
finite's capacity to speculate about the essence that survives physical death 
is. for Hegel. the very meaning of transmigration. Such an understanding of 
the Spirit and the finite's relation to this Spirit, Hegel argues, is a proof that 
man is a thinking being: 

Those who haye made the transition to the theoretical know that there is a be- 
ing that is at rest within itself. something truly essential: having arrived at this 
intuition, they know thenlselves as thinking beings, they know themselves too to 
be theoretical beings-$xed, end~rring, substantive; and what is termed ir?imor- 
talitj. o f  the sozd (in the br.oadest sense) is 11,hat noivfor the first tiwe emerges 
[in Bzrddhisn~]. As thinking beings the? have consciozrs?iess o f  their. eternity of 
their. zinaltering, zlnchanging inner being. which is thotrght, the consciozrsness 
o f  tholight. (LPR I1 309. etnphasis mine.) 

For Hegel. thinking capacity is a precondition for the possibility of trans- 
migration. The subject that goes through rebirth is defined as "unchanging in- 
ner being," which is further identified with "thought," and the "consciousness 
of thought." The line of argument employed here is unmistakably Cartesian. 
Like Descartes, who finds reason. or the thinking being, to be the foundation 
of existence, Hegel identifies the unchanging inner being that he thought he 
found in Buddhism as thought and consciousness of thought. 

Hegel's discussion of transmigration can be summarized with the following 
four aspects: First, transmigration theory confirms the existence of an eternal 
soul, of h in changeable reality, and of divinity; Second, not only does the "be- 
ing-within-self' endorse the existence of the unchanging reality beyond the 
realm of the finite, it demonstrates the fact that the infinite exists in relation 
with, not in separation from. us, the finite. That is, divinity, the infinite, is 
not something existing outside us, but within us; Third, the transmigration 
theory confirms that the evolution of religion is the dialectic movements of 
the Spirit. The movement is linear and teleological both for the Spirit and for 
an individual soul as its microcosmic version. Fourth, transmigration offers 



another occasion to confirm that man is a thinking being, and this thinking 
being (the being-within-self) is equated with thought itself. Underlying the 
above four features in Hegel's understanding of Buddhism is the idea that 
there exists something permanent. ( 1 )  The presence of thought; (2) the exis- 
tence of the Spirit; (3) the immortality of the soul; as well as (4) the linear 
movement from the finite (the incomplete) to the infinite (the complete): all 
guarantee the benefit of rebirth as a period for self-training. 

A real religion for Hegel is a state in which the finite is sublated to the in- 
finite, and the Buddhist theory of transmigration for him fell short of having 
evolved into the state of a real religion. Hegel contends that in Buddhism, im- 
mediate nature, such as a hu~nan being, has been confused with and respected 
as the representation of the infinite. This confusion about and misunderstand- 
ing of the relationship between the finite and the infinite demonstrates, from 
Hegel's view, that Buddhism is yet to attain the status of a religion. Hegel 
argues that the elevation of the finite to the infinite in Buddhism is possible only 
through the pseudo-religious action, which is magic. This is why Buddhism in 
Hegel's 1824 lectures is categorized as a religion of magic. Hegel writes: "The 
transmigration of souls is based on the image of the being-within-self of spirit, 
which is raised up above change; and associated with it is magic" (LPR II,3 14). 
Hegel contends that because the finite is yet to realize the identity between the 
Spirit and the finite, the Spirit "make[s] a halt at this stage" (LPR 11, 307). This 
is the reason why, for Hegel, practitioners of Buddhism fall to idolatry instead 
of sublating themselves to the absolute. Hegel bvrites: 

This is the source and origin of the innumerable masses of idols and images 
that are worshiped wherever the veneration of Fo holds sway. Four-footed 
beasts, birds, insects, and reptiles, in a word the lowliest fonns of animal life, 
have temples and are venerated because God in his reincarnations can dwell in 
individuals of all kinds, and each animal body can be inhabited by the hurnan 
soul. (LPR 11, 3 1 1-2) 

Hegel claims that the inco~llplete awareness of the nature of the being- 
within-self, and of its relation to the finite, led the followers of Buddhism to 
distort the meaning of the transmigration, resulting in Buddhism's failing to 
overcome its bond with magic and superstition: 

Here magic again enters on the scene. the mediation of the hurnan priests who 
belong to the higher real111 of the supersensible and yet at the same time habe 
power over the configurations that hurna~ls assume; in this \lay the aspect of 
power and ~ilagic cornes to be associated once more lvith this theoretical irnage. 
Adherents of the Fo religions are in this respect extre~ilely superstitious. They 
represent to then~selves that our human shape passes o\ er illto e\ery possible 
shape, that of a cat, a snake. a mule. (LPR 11, 3 13) 



In Hegel's interpretation, the Buddhist theory of transmigration has two 
sides. On the one hand, it proves the existence of the eternal soul, and of hu- 
man beings' awareness of it, in the earliest stage of the historical development 
of religion. On the other hand, it still enslaves human beings with magical 
and superstitious ideas. In Hegel, transmigration as "thought" and the finite 
as a "thinking being" are celebrated whereas the transmigration of bodies into 
different shapes is condemned. 

Magic and superstition need to be overcorne for any pre-religions to 
develop into a real religion. Therefore, Buddhism could not attain the status 
of a full-fledged religion in Hegel's paradigm of the evolution of religions. 
Nevertheless, Hegel i11 his 1824 lectures values Buddhism in the sense that 
it provided evidence for the historical reality of one of the stages in his 
philosophy of religions. In Buddhist transmigration, Hegel sees that the 
"purely theoretical moment" of the being-within-self is expressed and "[hlas 
come to intuition . . . among this people" (LPR 11 313). Hegel concludes his 
1824 lectures on Buddhism with a statement which confirms that Buddhism 
as a religion of "being-within-self' represents "the general basis of any idea 
of divinity" and in Buddhism "for the first time we have a genuine foundation 
for religion" (LPR TI, 3 16). 

2. Buddhism, Nothingness, and Pantheism: The 1827 Lectures 

Hegel's discussion of Buddhism in his 1827 lectures is a development from 
his 1824 lectures but with changed focus, which is clearly reflected in the 
repositioning of Buddhisnl in his system of religions. In the 1827 lectures, 
Buddhism is still within the group of Nature Religions, but is no longer 
categorized under the rubric of the "Religion of Magic." This time Hegel 
positions Buddhism. still as a religion of "being-within-self," at the second 
stage of Nature Religion under the rubric "Religion of Substantiality." The 
Buddhist theory of transn~igration and its relation to magical and supersti- 
tious aspects, the main topics of the 1824 lectures, are no longer Hegel's 
main concern.: Instead, the 1827 lectures are focused on the identity of the 
being-within-self. In particular, Hegel pays close attention to the meaning of 
nothing in Buddhism. 

By 1824, Hegel liad already noted the importance of the concept of noth- 
ing in Buddhism. He contended that. in Buddhism, the Being as the infinite 
existed in the finite as the "being-within-self.'' and this Being was ident~fied 
with nothing. Hegel wrote: "The principle of the Fo religion is that 'nothing' 
is the principle, the beginning and the end of everything existing. Our first 
ancestors came from nothing and to nothing they have returned . . . . However 
varied people and things may be, there is thus only one principle from which 
they stem, in which they are, through which they subsist, completely ~~nqual i -  



fied, simple and pureV(LPR 11, 312). With this statement, Hegel proposed 
nothing as the ontological foundation of Buddhism. 

Earlier we noted that the first generation European Buddhist scholars 
understood nothing in Buddhism only in a negative light and identified this 
nothing with the negation of being and self. Compared to this simple under- 
standing of nothing as a lack of being, Hegel's exposition of Buddhist nothing 
is rather complex. In the 1824 lectures, Hegel explained Buddhist nothing as 
"not nothing in the sense of not being, but it is what is purely identical with 
itself, undetermined, a substantive being; it is thus con~pletely pure, wholly 
simple and undifferentiated, eternally at rest; it has neither virtue nor power 
nor intelligence; it lacks these determinate distinctions, being quite free of 
determination" (LPR TI, 3 12). 

Nothing in this sense was self-identity; it was a state of pre-individualiza- 
tion. For Hegel, Buddhist salvation was a return to the pre-individualized 
state of nothing, the realization of which was achieved by removing all the 
transitory elements accrued as a result of individuation. Hegel understood the 
Buddhist practice in this context as follows: 

As for the relationship of human beings to this principle [of nothing]. the rule is 
that in order to be happy they must endea~ or. by dint of continuous speculation, 
continuous meditation and continuous self-conquest. to resemble this principle, 
to resolve or wish for nothing, to do nothing, have no passions, no inclinations 
or activities. With the attainment of this state of perfect impartiality or absence 
of concern, there is no longer any question of L irtue and vice. rervard and pun- 
ishment, atonement. immortality of the soul. Lvorship. and so on. All this has 
passed away, and human sanctity consists in finding union, in this silence, Lvith 
God. In this cessation of all bodily movement or animation, all movement of 
the soul, therein consists happiness. and once h ~ ~ n i a n  beings have reached this 
level of perfection. there is no longer any change, their souls have no further 
wanderings to fear, for they become completely identical with the God Fo. (LPR 
I1 3 12-3) 

For Hegel, the finite in the religious evolution goes through transmigra- 
tion so  as to be united with the Absolute Spirit. This Absolute Spirit, or the 
infinite, was identified by Hegel as substance. In the above passage, Hegel 
identifies the ultimate state of  being in Buddhism with nothing. Hegel also 
mentions that nothing in Buddhisrn is not nothing in the sense that it does 
not exist but is something that is purely self-identical. How then is the 
nothing which means "to do nothing, have no passions, no  inclinations or 
activities" related to the nothing which is the self-identity of being? The two 
meanings of the Buddhist nothing in Hegel-nothing as absence of being 
(or actions) and nothing as self-identity of being-become clearer in his 
discussion of pantheism. 
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Pantheism is a prominent theme in his 1827 lectures on Buddhism. And 
his discussion of pantheism is much related to his understanding of Buddhist 
nothing. In the 1827 lectures, Hegel describes Buddhist nothing as follows: 

[I]n the religion o f  Fo, the ultimate or highest [reality] is . . . nothing or not-be- 
ing. They say that everything emerges from nothing and everything returns into 
nothing. This i s  the absolute foundation, the indeterminate, the negated being 
o f  everything particular, so that all particular existences or actualities are only 
fornis, and only the nothing has genuine independence, while in contrast all other 
actuality has none; it counts only as something accidental, an indifferent form. 
For a human being, this state o f  negation is the highest state: one must imnlerse 
oneself in this nothing, in the eternal tranquility o f  the nothing generally. in the 
substantial in which all determinations cease, where there is no virtue or intelli- 
gence. where all movement annuls itself.  . . . Human holiness consists in uniting 
oneself. . . with nothingness, and so with God. with the absolute. A human being 
who has reached this holiness, this highest level, is indistinguishable from God, 
i s  eternally identical with God: and thus all change ceases. (LPR T I ,  565-6)" 

Hegel in this passage offers an elevated explanation of the role and mean- 
ing of nothing in Buddhism. He claims that nothing (non-being) does not 
mean non-existence; rather, it implies fullness of being. It is a state in which 
determinate elements of the finite are nullified and thus transformed into the 
indeterminate of the infinite. Nothing in this sense is "the indeterminate" and 
"the substantial in which all determinations cease7' which is "the absolute" 
and God. When we say that God is nothing. Hegel argues, we do not mean 
that God does not exist. Instead. we mean that "God is infinite" and "God is 
the essence." God is nothing, because God is nothing determinate; He is the 
indeterminate. God is nothing because, after the removal of all that is deter- 
minate. all that is left is nothing. Hence, from the perspective of the finite, we 
say that God is "emptiness" (das Leere, LPR 11, 568).' God who exists after 
the removal of all the features of the finite and the determinate is the God of 
the infinite, God as the One, which, in Hegel's view, is the real meaning of 
Buddhist nothing. 

In this context, Hegel connects his concept of Buddhist nothing with what 
he considers as the authentic form of pantheism. Hegel argues that when we 
discuss the relationship between God and the finite in the context of pan- 
theism, two different interpretations are possible. The first is the idea that 
"the All is God." In this case God is the One who encompasses everything. 
The second interpretation of pantheism is a claim that "everything is God" 
(LPR 11, 573).6 In this case. God exists in each individual finite entity. Hegel 
contends that this second understanding is a wrong interpretation of panthe- 
ism. The real pantheism, Hegel argues, is to understand God as "the one and 
absolute substance" (LPR 11. 575).' This is also what is referred to by Bud- 
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dhist "being-within-self," which, to Hegel, indicates absolute substance and 
absolute spirituality. 

Hegel sees Buddhism as an Oriental form of authentic pantheism. 
Through the existence of "being-within-self," the absolute spirit becomes 
real in the actual world. Buddhist nothing in this sense refers to the omni- 
presence of God as in the case of Spinoza's philosophy of substantiality. 
This is also why Hegel identifies Buddhism in his 1827 lectures as the 
religion of substantiality. 

However, Buddhism, Hegel claims, confuses the omnipresence of absolute 
spirituality with the existence of spirituality in individual, concrete things. 
Buddhism for Hegel thus re~uains as immediate spirituality. Hegel writes: "at 
the level of nature religion . . . this spirituality [absolute spirituality] is not 
yet spirituality as such, it is not yet a spirituality that is thought or universal; 
instead it is sensible and immediate spirituality. Here it is a human being as 
a sensible, external, immediate spirituality: a [particular] huinan being" (LPR 
11, 575). 

If the Buddhist understanding of the Absolute Spirit remains at the level of 
"sensible and immediate" spirituality and fails to reach the spirituality "that is 
thought or universal," is it not the case that Buddhism should be defined as a 
false pantheism-in Hegel's definition-instead of the real one? In the 1824 
lectures, Hegel understood Buddhism as the former, which he employed as 
a reason for Buddhism's failure to evolve into a real religion. His evaluation 
of Buddhism in the 1827 lectures appears to be inore positive than the 1824 
lectures, but he still categorizes Buddhism as a nature religion. The reason for 
that categorization is that Buddhism is yet to realize the universal spirituality 
in its entirety. Similar to his 1824 lectures, in the 1827 lectures, Hegel appears 
to be satisfied with the obser\.ation that Buddhism manifests an early stage 
of the union between the finite and the infinite and the finite's recognition of 
the existence of the Spirit. He closes the 1827 lectures on Buddhism with this 
statement: "We are still at the standpoint of the substantiality that is indeed 
necessarily bound up with subjectivity, with spirituality; but here what is 
spiritual is still in immediate. sensible existence, and this subjectivity is still 
in an immediate subjectik ity" (LPR 11, 579). 

Roger-Pol Droit claims ill his Le clilte dl, nkant: Les philosophes et le 
botrddha (The Cult of Nothingness: the Philosophers and the Buddha) that 
unlike Jesuit missionaries and Orientalists who, since the seventeenth century, 
evaluated Buddhism as a nihilist and destructive religion, Hegel provided a 
new interpretation of Buddhist nothing by understanding it as God. as the 
Absolute S ~ i r i t . ~  A separate clainl made by Yi Dong-hee, a Korean scholar of 
Hegel. in his "Hegel hi Pulgyo ihae" (Hegel's Understanding of Buddhism) 
also asserts that Buddhism in Hegel's L e c t ~ i ~ ~ s  or? the Phi losopl~~ of Religion 
played an important role for Hegel to defend his own philosophy. Yi's claim 



is based on his understanding that Hegel employed Buddhism to explain the 
true meaning of pantheism when his philosophy was criticized as pantheism 
by the followers of Schleiemacher (1768-1834).9 

In order to fully evaluate these claims. we need to consider the inner con- 
flicts that exist in Hegel's treatment of Buddhist nothing. The conflicts can 
be surnrnarized into the following two points. First, Hegel's interpretation of 
Buddhist nothing reveals the same double edged-ness as we encountered in 
his interpretation of the theory of transmigration in the 1824 lectures. Hegel 
has a positive take on Buddhist nothing as a theory: nothing is pure abstrac- 
tion of pure spirit and thus nothing is understood as absolute being. Hegel 
also emphasizes that the finite's awareness of nothing marks the very begin- 
ning of religious consciousness. However, when the nothing is actualized in 
a person-as in the case of the Buddha or a lama-Hegel degrades the phe- 
nomenon as evidence of Buddhism's under-developed state as a religion. 

Secondly, the nature of nothing in Hegel's discussion needs clarification. 
In the 1827 lectures, nothing, on the one hand, implies the infinite. This is 
how he identified nothing with God. In this case, nothing is absolute being. 
However, absolute being, or the infinite is not and cannot be the collection of 
the finites. On the other hand, Hegel also explains that one becomes nothing 
by eliminating the features belonging to the finite. When he claims that in 
Buddhism the finite desires to become nothing by getting rid of its finite ele- 
ments, this interpretation raises a question about the relationship between the 
finite and the infinite: can the accumulation of the finite make the infinite? By 
the same token, can we create absolute being by removing the elements of the 
finite being? Nothing as absolute being accords with what Hegel defines as 
true pantheism. whereas nothing created by removing the features of the finite 
is another version of what he defines as a false pantheism. Hegel employs 
Buddhism in his 1827 lectures as a true form of pantheism, and by so doing, 
he actually contradicts his own definition of true pantheism. 

For Hegel, Buddhism is a failed synthesis: the finite takes up the status 
of the infinite by erasing the features of the former. This is usurpation. As 
the finite ndinfinitzlm cannot arrive at the infinite, the emptying out of finite 
elements cannot secure for a finite being the position of the infinite. This 
is what Hegel calls a bad infinite. In the 1831 lectures we will see how the 
contradictions involved in Hegel's treatment of the Buddhist nothing in the 
1827 lectures become the foundation of Hegel's evaluation of Buddhism as a 
religion of annihilation. 

3. Religion ofAnnihilation: The 1831 Lectures 

In the 183 1 lectures, Hegel once again re-organizes his system of the philoso- 
phy of religion. Peter Hodgson, the editor of Hegel's Lectures on the Philoso- 



phj, ofReligion, claims that the position ofAsian religions had been improved 
in the new system (LPR 11, p.72).I0 However, upon closer examination, one 
cannot but doubt whether that is the case. 

In the lectures of 1824 and 1827, Hegel interpreted Buddhism as a stage in 
which the immediate nature, which is human being, began to realize within 
itself the existence of the absolute spirit. In the 1824 lectures, Hegel identified 
Buddhism as the religion of magic, focusing his discussion on the theory of 
transmigration. In the 1827 lectures, Buddhism was identified as the religion 
of substantiality, and pantheism was at the center of his discussion. The 183 1 
lectures develop around the theme of the religious consciousness revealed in 
Buddhism. Buddhism now is categorized under the rubric of "The Internal 
Rupture of Religious Consciousness," and is no longer classified as the Natu- 
ral Religion. In this stage, the finite realizes inside itself the relationship with 
the infinite and this realization creates a rupture. Under this category of the 
internal rupture of religious consciousness, Hegel includes Chinese religion, 
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Lamaism. 

In the section that discusses Buddhism and Lamaism, Hodgson adds a 
subtitle, "the religion of annihilation." In this context. we realize that the 
expression annihilation, which rarely appeared in the previous lectures, ap- 
pears frequently in the 183 1 lectures. We also encounter Hegel's statement: 
"the acme [of Buddhism] is to be united with Buddha, and this annihilation 
is termed nirvana" (LPR 11, 736). Annihilation, together with nothing, was 
an expression frequently associated with Buddhism in the first-generation 
European Buddhist scholars' evaluation of the tradition. How did Hegel 
make a transition from his 1824 and 1827 lectures to the annihilation in the 
183 1 lectures? What happens to the religious consciousness when annihila- 
tion takes place in Buddhism? And what made Hegel give up his previous 
endorsement of Buddhist nothing as representing absolute being, and inter- 
pret it this time as annihilating power? In his introduction to the English 
edition of the Lecttires on the Philosophy of Religion. Hodgson asks why 
Hegel identified Buddhist nirvana with annihilation in his 1831 lectures 
when he had expressed more positive views on Buddhism in his previous 
two lectures. 

A close reading of the 183 1 lectures reveals that Hegel no longer main- 
tains the ambivalent position he previoi~sly held with regard to the theory 
of transmigration and Buddhist concept of nothing. In the 1824 lectures, 
transmigration to Hegel had a positive meaning in that it facilitates the 
voyage the finite needs to go through in order for the eventual unification 
with the absolute spirit to take place. When the trans~lligration was actual- 
ized in the shapes of human body, Hegel condemned it as superstition. In 
the 1827 lectures, Hegel portrayed Buddhist nothing as an authentic form 
of pantheism which reveals onlnipresence of the absolute being; when this 



nothing is realized in a real entity such as the Buddha or Lamas. Hegel 
took it as an evidence of Buddhism's status as an under-developed religion. 
In 183 1 ,  Hegel points out the superstitious nature of the idea of transmi- 
gration without mentioning the positive function he assigned to it in the 
L 

earlier lectures. Also, in discussing the Buddhist concept of nothing. he 
reconfirms the meaning of nothing in Buddhism as the beginning and end 
of the religion, and that Buddhist practitioners try to overcome the status of 
the finite by removing the features of the finite. thereby becoming one with 
nothing. However, he does not mention the positive evaluation of nothing as 
a manifestation of the authentic form of pantheism. Seen from this perspec- 
tive. one can say that Droit's claim that Hegel evaluated Buddhist nothing 
positively and Yi's claim that Hegel had a positive view of Asian religions 
might not be entirely wrong but reveal only a limited view of Hegel's treat- 
ment of Buddhism. Hegel does not clarify in his lectures why he gave up in 
the 183 1 lectures the positive values he had assigned to the theory of trans- 
migration and the concept of nothing in his previous lectures. However, 
Hegel's positive interpretations of Buddhist transmigration and Buddhist 
nothing were already charged with internal contradictions, which could be 
one reason, if not the only reason, for Hegel's modification of his evaluation 
of Buddhism in the 183 1 lectures. Based on our analysis of Hegel's three 
lectures on Buddhism, we can construct the following interpretation to ex- 
plain Hegel's movement from Buddhist nothing as the infinite to Buddhist 
nothing as annihilation. 

Religion to Hegel is "the union of the finite and the infinite, concrete and 
absolute." At stake in this definition is the relationship between the finite and 
the infinite. They are no longer fitted into the two poles of binary opposites, 
but postulated as participants engaged in a temporary conflict, which will 
eventually be reconciled. In Hegelian dialectics, the irreconcilable other in 
pre-Hegelian thinking finds its place within the non-other, as dualism opens 
itself to a shared space in which opposites unite in the dialectical movements. 
In this process of reconciliation between the finite and the infinite, Hegel 
takes the essence of the finite to its limit. He declares that "fully developed, 
the finite is an 'other', namely, the infinite; the finite is simply this, to be the 
infinite," and thus, the finite "does not have its being in itself but in an 'other', 
and this 'other' is the infinite" (LPR 11, 257). "The other" in this case is no 
longer outside; the other is in "me." 

Despite the mutual inter-dependence of the finite and the infinite, in 
Hegel's system the finite is there only to be sublated, and, by sublating itself 
to the infinite, and by becoming the infinite, the finite finds its rnison d'itre. 
The other side of the subject is, from the beginning, encompassed within the 
negation of the subject, only to be sublated in the final stage of absolute sub- 
jectivity. In the Hegelian system. the finite remains as it is, instead of being 



lifted zip. Jacques Derrida thus contends that the negatibe moment in Hegel 
is simply contradiction. the cancelling of what is there to be cancelled in its 
turn by the negation of the negation, which (re-) establishes identity: contra- 
diction or difference is there i11 Hegel only "to lift it up . . . into the self-pres- 
ence of an onto-theological or onto-teleological synthesis."" The negative 
moment is there only when it is already within the synthesis; when it is not 
a part of the system, it will be cancelled out. In Hegel, the finite remains i11 
its finite state, despite the happening of sublation. The frozen finite, which 
cannot be lifted up despite being lifted up, creates a hierarchy in each stage 
of Hegel's philosophy. Hierarchy is an ordering of fixed identity, a closed- 
ness of being. 

If the dialectic in Hegel assigns the synthesis a position higher than 
those being synthesized, the dialectical movements travel from the low- 
est and emptiest constituents of the dialectic toward the highest and fully 
embodied existence. In Hegel's terms, in the lowest lies pure being, which 
is empty and, thus, which is nothing, and at the highest level exists the all 
encompassing absolute spirit. The irony at this point is that both the lowest 
and the highest can be identified with nothing in Hegel's reading of Bud- 
dhism. Nothing as non-existence marks the lowest point in the structure of 
his dialectic, whereas nothing n,hich is self-identity. and with which God 
is identified, is located in the highest position. In Hegel's interpretation of 
Buddhism, Buddhist nothing was first understood as the latter, when Hegel 
identified Buddhisnl as an Asian version of pantheism in his 1827 lectures. 
In his 183 1 lectures, Buddhist nothing is treated as the former, that is, noth- 
ing as a being without content. 

In the lectures of 1824 and 1827, Hegel understood nothing as the es- 
sence which is the one substance and which is pure self-identity. Nothing 
in this case exists as a figurative device, not as an olltological entity. In 
other words, nothing is a li~lguistic device to clarify the nature of the Ab- 
solute Being. It is a negative theology to express God as the infinite, the 
absolute. However, in Hegel. this rhetorical ~neaning of nothing is not the 
only function of nothing. Another nothing in Hegel still exists as being, that 
is, nothing as a lack of being, \vhich is another form of being. The nothing 
as a rhetorical device, the nothing as a negative expression of the absolute, 
cannot annihilate because there is nothing to be annihilated. When he de- 
clares that Buddhist nothing is annihilation, Hegel declares the hierarchical 
relationship between being and nothing, and admits that nothing as sonze- 
thing cannot be on the same level with being. A hierarchical understanding 
of nothing and Being is not an alien theme in metaphysical tradition as 
we shall see in the next chapter. The hierarchical relationship established 
between being and nothing in this manner expands itself into the socio-cul- 
tural realm in Hegel's exposition of Buddhism. 



Hegel and Buddhism 

4. Buddhism and Ethnography in Hegel 

It is not clear which Buddhist texts, publications by contemporaries, or 
other sources on Buddhism were available to Hegel when he modified his 
interpretation of Buddhism. By all appearances, his claims suffer from 
insufficient materials on Buddhism. Throughout his lectures on the philoso- 
phy of religion, Hegel's discussion of Buddhism and other Oriental religions 
suffers significantly from inaccurate information. It does not seem that Hegel 
was aware of the difference between Hinduism and Buddhism, to say noth- 
ing of the differences among the different Buddhist schools; he misunder- 
stood Buddhism as being older than Hinduism. Both in the 1824 and 1827 
lectures, Hegel placed Buddhism and Lamaism before Hinduism. Hodgson 
defends Hegel by claiming that the general understanding in Hegel's time 
was to place the life of the Buddha around 1,000 BC (LRP 11 , 308, n. 193). 
However. Hegel stated in reference to the birth of Gautama Siddhartha: 
"Gautarna is supposed to have lived some forty years before ChristW(LPR 11, 
308). Hegel also mistook a Hindu figure for the Buddha. Hegel's description 
of the image of Buddha with "feet and arms intertwined so that a toe extends 
into the mouth . . ." (LPR IT, 564), which to him represented Buddhism's 
tendency of "the withdrawal into self," and "absorption in oneself," is not 
actually a representation of the Buddha but of a Hindu figure. In his footnote, 
Hodgson speculates that Hegel was probably referring to "fig. 2 in plate xxi 
of the volume of illustrations accompanying Friedrich Creuzer's Svlnholik 
zlnd Mj'thologie der alten Volker (Leipzig and Darmstadt, 18 19)," in which 
Creuzer identifies the figure as Brahmii Nariiyama, a Hindu figure from the 
cosmology of the Code of Manu. What does such erroneous information 
amount to in our understanding of Hegel's Buddhism? The parameter of our 
discussion in this case is not limited to pointing out wrong or missing infor- 
mation about Buddhism in Hegel's philosophy. Instead, our investigation is 
about how information is processed, digested, and eventually domesticated 
in a discourse. 

What this examination reveals then is a process through which a discourse 
creates its identity in the manner which Jacques Derrida calls "centrism." The 
identity-creation is followed by a power-play exercised by the discourses at 
the center over the marginalized discourses. When an identity is based on 
a substantial reality, a hierarchical logic becomes its corollary. A hierarchi- 
cal world-view further expands itself into other categories in life, including 
ethnicity and gender. Once we realize the relationship between religio-philo- 
sophical discourses and their sub-categories in the cultural arena, we enter a 
new domain in understanding the nature of truth-claims in various fields in 
the humanities, including philosophy. The synergic relationship between a 
certain mode of thinking in philosophy and its socio-culh~ral manifestations 
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might at first appear tenuous or e\,en dismissible. In fact, this relationship 
has been frequently dismissed in our philosophical investigation. However, 
once its thread receives our attention. we come to realize that not only 
is the relationship between philosophy and its manifestations in cultural 
realms visible, but each member of the relationship mutually enforcing and 
consolidating the other's position. This phenomenon seems quite relevant to 
Hegel's understanding of Buddhism. 

In his 1824 lectures, after his discussio~l of transmigration, Hegel criticizes 
what he considered to be the superstitious nature of those who practice Bud- 
dhism. In the 1827 lectures as well, immediately after he defines Buddhism as 
a religion of nothing with its final goal of abandoning all that is transitory and 
human, Hegel applies this trait of the religion to describe the character of the 
people who practice the religion: "Hence the character of the people who ad- 
here to this religion is one of tranquility, gentleness, and obedience, a character 
that stands above the wildness of desire and is the cessation of desire" (LPR 
11, 564). The feminine qualities Hegel applied to the practitioners of Buddhism 
accord with his characterization of Asia in his Philosophy ofHistorq., where he 
portrays the feminized East in his discussion of Buddhism. Hegel states: 

These Lamas lead a thoroughly isolated life and have a ferninine rather than 
masculine training. Early tom from the anns of his parents the Lama is gener- 
ally a well-formed and beautiful child. He is brought up aillid perfect quiet and 
solitude, in a kind of prison: he IS lvell catered for, and re~na i~ ls  lvithout exercise 
or childish play, so that it is not surprising that a feminine susceptible tendency 
prevails in this character. 1' 

The "feminine susceptible tendency" which Hegel characterizes as isola- 
tion and quietude implies the "lack" of positive qualities possessed by mas- 
culinity. The hierarchical relationship between being and nothing at this point 
takes the form of the hierarchical relationship of masculine and feminine 
qualities, which are also applied to the characterizations of the West and the 
East. Femininity understood as the absence of positive nature of masculinity 
finds its philosophical ground in the concept of nothing, which is here as- 
sessed as inferior to being. Thus, it follows that people whose religious ideal 
is anchored in nothing are inferior to those whose religious ideal lies in the 
ultimate Being. The line of pseudo logical inference continues that as their 
understanding of the infinite is lii~lited. so are Easterners (or Buddhist practi- 
tioners) limited in their capacities for life: 

The Orientals have not attained the knonledge that Spirit-Man as such-is 
free; and because they do not knon this. they are not free. They only know that 
one is free . . . That one is therefore only a Despot; not a free maI1. The con- 
sciousness of Freedom first arose among the Greeks. and therefore they were 



free: but they and the Romans likewise, knew only that some are free-not Inan 
as sucli . . . The Gennan nations, that man, as man, is free: that it is the freedom 
of Spirit \vhich constitutes its essence.I3 

Like people, Gods are also classified according to Hegel's hierarchical 
understanding of the world and being. Hegel declares: "an inferior god or a 
nature god has inferior, natural and unfree human beings as its correlates; the 
pure concept of God or the spiritual God has as its correlate spirit that is free 
and spiritual. that actually knows God" (LPR I1 , 5 15). 

Hegel depicts religions practiced in the East as the most primitive of reli- 
gions. History for Hegel moves towards its completion, and its beginning is 
L, 

a thing of the past: 

The History of the World travels from East to West, for Europe is absolutely the 
end of History. Asia the beginning. The History of the World has an East . . . for 
although the Earth forms a sphere. History perfonns no circle around it. but has 
on the contrary a determinate East, viz., Asia. Here rises the outward physical 
Sun, and in the West it sinks down: here consentaneously rises the Sun of self- 
consciousness. which diffuses nobler brilliance.I4 

Hegel probably is not the only philosopher who projects a feminized, cas- 
trated, and despotic East. In Hegel, however, we find an instance in which 
a philosophical discourse becomes expanded into the social and cultural 
realms and thus proffers theoretical foundations for what we now identify 
as discrimination. Discrimination in this case is multi-layered; it includes 
geographical, ethnic, gender, and religious systems. At the bottom of this 
hierarchical postulation of different dimensions of life one finds the hierarchi- 
cal relationship between being and nothing. Being as the ultimate substance 
and essence is postulated as superior to nothing that is understood as a lack 
and absence of the traits of Being. We can identify this as "metaphysical 
discrimination" or "philosophical discrimination." In this scheme, by default, 
Being is privileged over nothing, masculinity over femininity, Europeans 
over non-Europeans, and the West over the East. A complete categorical dis- 
crimination reveals a package of Eurocentric, phallocentric, and ethnocentric 
~netaphysical thinking. 

Hegel's Buddhism succinctly demonstrates the philosophical paradigm 
that explains the nineteenth century European evaluation of Buddhism. Need- 
less to say, understanding Buddhism as a cult of nothingness leaves much to 
desire to be an accurate description of the tradition. However, the limits of 
the nineteenth century European evaluations of Buddhism, including that of 
Hegel. do not ~nerely lie in that aspect. They did not consider the possibility 
that their understanding of nothing itself might need a redefinition, and this 
fact constitutes the very limits and closedness of their approach to Buddhism. 



Before Buddhism makes it an issue, a self-critical realization of this possi- 
bility has occurred within the Continental philosophy as it made a transition 
from a modem to a postmodern mode of thinking. 



C h a p t e r  Three 

The Logic of Nothing 
and A-Metaphysics 

1. Heideggev and Nothing 

In our philosophical imagination, "nothing" inhabits a unique position. This 
is so because "nothing" by definition is not some thing that can be identified 
in language or through our speculation. Since we have no proper language 
to identify nothing, our deliberation on nothing tends to hover near the 
periphery of being. This idea of understanding nothing as the opposite. and 
thus a negation. of being has been one most convenient mode of reflecting 
upon nothing. However, it has also been a prime cause of pulling nothing 
away from its own nature. Since Buddhism's initial encounter with the West 
in the nineteenth century, nothing has been at the center of the European 
evaluation of Buddhism. As we noted, in both the European intellectuals' 
response to Buddhism and Hegel's analysis of the tradition, nothing provides 
a theoretical ground for their negative understanding of this Asian religio- 
philosophical system. "Nothing" also occupies an important position in 
our efforts to articulate the relationship between the metaphysical and the 
a-metaphysical in a philosophy because nothing is a locus in which these 
two modes of thinking collide. It is a venue in which the differences between 
Buddhist and European modernist metaphysical frames become visible. The 
nature of difficulty involved in our investigation of nothing also connects 
it to the silence of the Buddha we discussed in chapter one. In this context, 
Heidegger's short essay "What is Metaphysics?" offers an instance to 
examine the complexity involved in our investigation of nothing. 

At the beginning of the essay, Heidegger points out that human science has 
been exclusively focused on the investigation of beings. That which is not 
being-that is. nothing-has been treated as irrelevant to the study of being. 
Questioning the efficacy of this centuries-old neglect of the investigation of 



the nothing, Heidegger contends that the study of beings inevitably leads us 
to question that which is not being, and by finding answers to the question 
of that which is not being, the meaning of being can be illuminated. Hei- 
degger asks: what is this nothing which does not exist'? Heidegger identifies 
two major sources that are responsible for the concept of the nothing in the 
West. The first is the classical metaphysics, which claims that "from nothing, 
nothing comes to be." In this understanding, the nothing is non-being, the 
"unformed matter which is po\verless to fornl itself into 'being' and cannot 
therefore present an appearance." The second concept of the nothing emerges 
along with the introduction of Christianity, through which the nothing comes 
to designate the "counterpart to being proper, the szannlum ens." 

Heidegger argues that Western thought has been forgetful of the contradic- 
tion involved in this binary postulation of being and nothing. Heidegger states: 
"if God creates out of nothing precisely He must be able to relate Himself to 
the nothing. But if God is God he cannot know the nothing, assuming that the 
'Absolute' excludes all ~lothingness" ("WM?" 107-1 08). The problem of this 
line of argument, Heidegger contends, is not just the contradiction itself but 
the fact that the metaphysical tradition has been blind to this contradiction. 
Instead of addressing the logical conflict involved in the relationship between 
God (Being) and the nothing as articulated in the above, philosophy has im- 
posed an unchanging value on Being and subjugated the nothing to it. 

Challenging this tradition, Heidegger asserts that a question of nothing is 
not just one question among many questions, but "the first of all questions," 
and "the fundamental question of metaphysics," the range of which "finds its 
limit only in nothing, in that \vhich si~llply is not and neiler was." Heidegger 
further observes: "Everything that is not nothing is covered by this ques- 
tion, and ultimately even nothing itself; not because it is something, since 
after all we speak of it, but because it is nothing"' (emphasis original). By 
marking a distinction between sonzething and is-ness of nothing, Heidegger 
wishes to locate his discourse on nothing in the realm of fundamental ontol- 
ogy. By doing so, he also makes the question on nothing the primary issue 
in metaphysics. The task Heidegger takes on himself with this project is a 
challenging one because to place a discourse of nothing within the realm of 
ontology and consider it as a primary issue in metaphysics cannot but raise 
the flundamental question of the \.cry definition of ontology and metaphysics. 
Heidegger thus asks: 

What is nothing? Our very first approach to this question has something unusual 
about it. In our asking we posit the nothing in advance as sornetliing that "is" 
["ist"] such and such: w e  posit it as a being. But that is exactly uhat it is distin- 
guished from. Interrogating the nothing- asking &hat and 11o~ it. the nothing, 
is-turns \vhat is interrogated into its opposite. The question deprives itself of 
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its own object. Accordingly, every answer to this question is also i~npossible 
from the start. For it necessarily assumes the form: the nothing "is" this or that. 
With regard to the nothing question and answer alike are inherently absurd. 
("WM?," 96-97) 

In this short passage, Heidegger identifies what he considers to be the basic 
problem the metaphysical tradition has to deal with in the understanding of 
the nothing: that is, whether it is possible to discuss the nothing in the existing 
structure of metaphysics, which has been basically a study of beings. Meta- 
physics, Heidegger contends. has treated the nothing without considering this 
basic problem involved in the investigation of the nothing. Since ~netaphysics 
has been a study of beings, regardless of the real nature of the nothing, the 
nothing has been understood in the shadow of beings, as that which exists on 
the other side of beings. Heidegger asserts that any investigation of nothing 
requires a new mode of philosophizing that is different from the mode one 
applies to the investigation of beings. Furthermore, this new philosophical 
mode demands a fundamental reconsideration of one's approach to metaphys- 
ics. In this sense, Heidegger understands the issue of the nothing not just as 
one among many inquiries in lnetaphysical discourse but that which holds the 
core of metaphysics itself. 

Once we recognize the impact of the imbalanced position of Being and 
nothing in our philosophical investigation, our discussion of the nothing tunis 
illto another incidence of an "undeclared" thesis. Despite the conventional 
practice in which questions regarding the nothing have been answered with 
"nothing is this and  nothing is that," the question of "what is the nothing?" is 
itself a linguistically ill-formulated question. The question is asked with the 
presupposition that the nothing exists (that is. "is") and the nothing has an 
identity (the "what-ness") of its own, which, as Heidegger tries to expound 
in the passage above, contradicts the very nature of nothing. Heidegger's 
discussion on nothing raises a series of questions regarding the relationship 
between the investigation of the nothing and metaphysics, which we can 
roughly summarize with the following three points: 

The first is a question of the nature of metaphysical inquiry: what is 
metaphysics? Heidegger points out that if metaphysics (according to the 
Greek etymology) is an inquiry about "beyond" ("meta") "beings" ("phys- 
ics"), it is only natural and more appropriate to consider that such an inves- 
tigation requires us to go beyond individual beings toward the foundation 
of beings. The foundation of beings is possible through the encounter with 
the Being of beings, which. Heidegger contends, can be revealed through 
the meditation on nothing. The paradox of this claim that the Being can be 
revealed only through nothing is the salient part of Heidegger's deliberation 
on the nothing. 
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The second question has to do with the issue of how to "do" metaphysics. 
Traditionally, Aristotelian logic has been considered the general foundation 
of logical thinking, and logic has been understood as the basic rule for meta- 
physics. However, a discussion of nothing reveals to us the impossibility of 
maintaining the rules of identity, contradiction, and the excluded middle. If 
the nothing, by definition. denotes that which does not exist, that which does 
not exist cannot follow the rule of identity, and, by the same token, cannot 
violate the rule of contradiction. Understanding the nothing under the con- 
straints of the rules of identity. contradiction. and the excluded middle, is not 
possible, unless one is already under the assu~nption that the nothing is a part 
of being and thus subjugates the nothing to being. For Heidegger, the fact 
that logic has been the foundation of metaphysical thinking demonstrates that 
metaphysics has limited the scope of its investigation only to beings. 

This leads L I ~  to the third and most filndamental question: is philosophy 
possible when logic is violated and nothing is privileged over being? This is a 
question the consequence of \vhich will bear a radical impact on our philoso- 
phizing. if the investigation is executed properly. Heidegger thus asks: 

[Alre we allou~ed to tamper with the rule of "logic"? Is not intellect the taskmas- 
ter in this question of the nothing? Only with its help can u e  at all define the 
nothing and pose it as a problem-a,hich, it is true, only de! ours itself. For the 
nothing is the negation of the totality of beings; it  is llonbeillg pure and simple. 
But with that we bring the nothing under the higher deterillination of the nega- 
tive, viewing it as the negated. H o ~ v e ~ e r ,  according to the reigning and never- 
challenged doctrine of "logic." negation is a specific act of the intellect. How 
then can we in our question of the nothing. indeed in the question of its ques- 
tionability, wish to b n ~ s h  the intellect aside'? Are \ve altogether sure about what 
we are presupposing in this matter? Do not the "Not," negatedness. and thereby 
negation too represent the higher determination under xvhich the nothing falls 
as a particular kind of negated matter? Is the nothing given only because the 
"not," i.e., negation. is gi\.enS? Or is it  the other \vay around? Are negation and 
the "Not" given only because the nothing is giken? That has not been decided; 
it has not even been raised expressly as a question. We assert that the nothing is 
more original than the "not" and negation. ("WM?." 97) 

By accepting the limits of logic and allowing nothing identity beyond the 
simple negation of being, Heidegger opens up a new dimension not only in 
our discussion of the nothing but in our philosophical imagination. 

In his discussion of the influence of the Dao~le j ing  011 Heidegger's phi- 
losophy, Reinhard May states that Heidegger's thinking on the nothing "ul- 
timately distinguishes itself fro111 everything else that has been thought and 
said in Western philosophy about the topic of N ~ t h i n g . " ~  This rather dramatic 
statement on Heidegger's understanding of the nothing earns nluch validity 
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not only from Heidegger's own statements as cited earlier but also as we 
review different receptions of Heidegger's discussion of the nothing. Re- 
sponses to Heidegger's "What is Metaphysics?" over the past seventy years 
confirm the radical nature of Heidegger's thought on the nothing and at the 
same time the complexity that is involved in the discussion of the nothing that 
Heidegger addresses in his philosophy. Immediately after the publication of 
the essay, Heidegger's discussion of the nothing was criticized as being irra- 
tional and "ambiguous" in its use of the nothing, and as having violated logic 
through the strange use of the term "nothing." Even in the 1970s, Heidegger's 
discussion of the nothing was treated as an odd irregularity in philosophical 
discourse, as we read: "There is no doubt, . . .-by all ordinary criteria-he 
[Heidegger] misuses 'nothing' and goes against 10gic."~ When Heidegger's 
discussion of the nothing receives a positive evaluation, it is understood as 
a kind of mysticisn~. Michael Zimmesman thus claims that "the nlystical 
origins of Heidegger's idea of nothingness" are a result of the influence of 
~uystics such as Meister Eckhart." 

A seemingly more positive evaluation also appeared, and in that inter- 
pretation, the nothing in Heidegger was understood not as a candidate for 
philosophical irrationalism which violated the logic of philosophy but as 
a confirmation of fundamental ontology in which the nothing is identified 
with the being-ness of entities. That is, Heidegger's nothing was read as 
a confirmation of the ontico-ontological d i f f e r e n ~ e . ~  Interpretations of 
Heidegger's treatment of the nothing. then, have made a full circle: it was 
first understood as the stark opposite of traditional metaphysical think- 
ing, then as mystical openness of being, and finally as a confirmation of 
the metaphysical foundation of entities in the form of ontico-ontological 
difference. The conflicting readings themselves reflect the position of 
Heidegger in the evolution of Western understanding of the nothing. In 
"What is Metaphysics?" Heidegger distances hiinself from the previous 
metaphysical discourse on the nothing. but is still a part of the legacy that 
he wishes to overcome. The second part of this statement needs further 
elaboration. In order to do so, we need to go back to the three questions we 
raised as 111ajor points of the discussion in "What is Metaphysics?" That is. 
the relationship between nothing and the nature of metaphysical inquiry. 
the nothing's relation to logic, and the Heideggerian nothing and the pos- 
sibility of philosophy. 

Why indeed is the investigation of nothing a legitimate path to do 
metaphysics? For Heidegger, nothing reminds us of the Being of beings. 
Dasein's awareness of the Being is possible only when Dasein holds itself 
out to the nothing, without which Dasein remains as a finite being. The 
nothing in this sense provides a possibility of the ontological interrogation 
of a being: 



Only because the nothing is manifest in the ground of Dasein can the total 
strangeness of beings overwhelm us. Only when the strangeness of beings op- 
presses us does it arouse and evoke wonder. Only on the ground of \yonder--the 
rebelation of the nothing-does the "\vhy?" loom before us. Only because the 
"why" is possible as such can we in a definite way inquire into grounds, and 
ground them. Only because we can inquire and ground is the destiny of our 
existence placed in the hands of the researcher. ("WM?" 109) 

The nothing to Heidegger is re\,ealed in anxiety ( A ~ g s f ) ,  when we have an 
uncanny feeling. This experience of being ill-at-ease with our being and our 
world makes us retreat. This "repelling from itself' or "expelling into" is the 
function of the nothing, which Heidegger calls the nihilation of the nothing: 

this wholly repelling gesture toward beings that are in retreat as a ~vhole, which 
is the action of the nothing that oppresses Dasein in anxiety, is the essence of 
the nothing: nihilation. It is neither an annihilation of beings nor does it spring 
from negation. Nihilation mill not submit to calculation in tenns of annihilation 
and negation. The nothing itself nihilates. ("WM'?" 103) 

Both annihilation and negation presuppose the existence of being as an 
object to be annihilated or negated. When Hegel and European Buddhologists 
understood Buddhisnl as a religion of annihilation, the deliberation inevitably 
presupposed existence of being or self. The nothing in this case was lack, de- 
privation, and absence of being. With the above statement, Heidegger distances 
himself from the two common understandings of the nothing: the nothing as 
the annihilation of being, and the nothing as negation. The nothing is neither of 
them, Heidegger contends, because the awareness of the nothing, or nihilation 
of the nothing, is the moment  hen an entity faces its existential reality through 
an encounter with the totality of its being. Heidegger thus states: 

We 'hover' in anxiety. More precisely. anxiety leaves us hanging because it 
induces the slipping abvay of beings as a whole. This implies that \ve ourselves . 
. . in the midst of beings slip away from oursel\.es. At bottom, therefore it is not 
as though 'you' or ' I '  feel ill at ease; rather it is this way for some 'one'. In this 
altogether unsettling experience of this ho~er ing  byhere there is nothing to hold 
onto, pure Dasein is all that is still there. ("WM?" 101) 

A being's awareness of the nothing makes possible the being's being with 
itself. With the realization of the nihilation of the nothing, "pure Dasein,"-a be- 
ing which encounters, face to face. the anxiety of the human condition of being 
"thrown into the world,"- emerges. The realization of the nihilation of the noth- 
ing creates moments in which Dasein turns away from beings of everyday life 
to nihilative activities of the nothing. Only \kith this realization, Heidegger con- 
tends, do beings obtain "selfl~ood" and "freedom," and thus o\ ercome nihilis~n. 
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The nothing for Heidegger is 110 longer an incomplete for111 of a being; it is 
the unnameable source of a being. which allows the awareness of the ground 
of the being's existence. The nothing "functions" as a source for Dasein's 
awareness of the Being, but as it is, it does not have identity. This is a tactic, 
one might say, that Heidegger employs in order to avoid the trap of turning 
the nothing into a being. The intertwining of a being and the nothing in their 
mutual revelation is a Inovenlent which distinguishes Heidegger from his 
predecessors in the discourse of nothing. 

In its function as a revelator of the Being to Dasein? Heidegger's noth- 
ing also reveals the remnant of the onto-theological aspect of Heidegger's 
thoughts. In Heidegger we encounter a certain "returning of the Being" 
through a detour of the nothing, which makes his discussion of the nothing 
ambivalent. In Hegel's discussion of Buddhism, the nothing is understood 
through the logic of being, whereas in Heidegger, the nothing is both the 
ground for a being's encounter with the Being of beings and at the same u 

time the source of its dread and anxiety. The raison d'6fr.e of nothing, for 
Heidegger. becomes the revelation of beings in its entirety: "The essence 
of the originally nihilating nothing lies in this, that it brings Dasein for the 
first time before beings as such" ("WM?" 103). Heidegger further contem- 
plates: "Holding itself out into the nothing, Dasein is in each case already 
beyond beings as a wliole. This being beyond beings we call 'transcen- 
dence'. If in the ground of its essence Dasein were not transcending, which 
now means, if it were not in advance holding itself out into the nothing, 
then it could never be related to beings nor even to i tself .  . . Without the 
original revelation of the nothing, no selfhood and no freedom" ("WM?" 
103). In this existentialist approach to nothing. the transcendental is rein- 
stated and the Being of beings reconfirmed as Dasein exerts its capacity 
to face the impossibility of its own existence. In Heidegger, "Being as a 
theoretical problem is not dissolved in his thinking. it is generated and re- 
generated primordially. presumably by the Being-process i t ~ e l f . " ~  Jacques 
Derrida's criticism that Heidegger's philosophy remains in the realm of 
onto-theology, despite his attempt to stay away from metaphysics, does not 
seem con~pletely g r o u n d l e ~ s . ~  

At least two major contentions have been repeated in the Western re- 
luctance and eventual refusal to "grant" Asian thought a membership in 
"philosophy." The first is the claim that Asian thought is not philosophy but 
religion. The second is the assertion that Asian thought does not have a logi- 
cal structure and thus cannot be considered philosophy. Heidegger's aware- 
ness that discourse on the nothing inevitably violates this universal logic of 
philosophy and that such a violation does not negate the possibility of either 
philosophy or metaphysics bridges different modes of philosophizing in the 
East and the West." rather visible aspect of this bridge can be found in the 



"Postscript to 'What is metaphysics?"' nhich Heidegger added in the 1943 
edition of "What is Metaphysicsi?" 

In this "Postscript" Heidegger states that his meditation on the nothing has 
created much misunderstanding. He summarizes the "mistaken views about 
the lecture" in the following three polnts. That is, people criticize that: 

1. The lecture inakes "Nothing" the sole subject of metaphysics. But since Noth- 
ing is sirnply the negatory (das Nichtige). this kind of thinking leads to the idea 
that everything is nothing, so that it is not worth\vliile either to live or to die. A 
"Philosophy of Nothing" is the last Ivord in "Nihilism." 

2. The lecture raises an isolated and, \\hat is more, a morbid mood, namely 
dread. to the status of the one key-mood. But since dread is the psychic state 
of nenous people and cowards, this kind of thinking de~a lues  the stout-hearted 
attitude of the courageous. A "philosophy of Dread" paralyses the will to act. 

3. The lecture declares itself against "logic." But since reason contains the 
criteria for all calculation and classification, this kind of thinking delivers all 
judgements regarding the truth LIP to a chance mood. A "Philosophy of Pure 
Feeling" irnperils "exact" thinking and the certainty of action.1° 

Heidegger's summary of his critics' position on the nothing resembles 
the nineteenth century European intellectuals' evaluation of Buddhism. Like 
Heidegger's critics. the first generation European Buddhist scholars found 
Buddhist no-self, i inpem~anence ,  and  the nothing manifestations of Buddhist 
nihilism. In the same context, Hegel employed Buddhist nothing and no-self 
theory to identify Buddhism as a solipsistic religion with enervating feminin- 
ity. As a result, he placed Buddhism at the primitive stage in his philosophy 
of the evolution of world religiotls. 

As Heidegger states, logic is "oilly one exposition of the nature of thinking" 
(emphasis original)." To follow the rules o f  logic might be the most "exact" 
thinking; however, the most exact thinking does not guarantee "the strictest 
thinking." Moreover, the discussion of the nothing makes us "face up to the 
decision concerning the legitimacy of the rule of 'logic' in metaphysics" 
("WM?" 108), and eventually. "the idea of 'logic' itself disintegrates in the 
turbulence of a more original questioning" ("WM?" 105). which, for Hei- 
degger, is the question of the meaning of the nothing. 

Why is the nothing so important to Heidegger and our philosophical 
investigation? For Heidegger, the nothing is not one isolated theme in our 
philosophizing, but that which is closely related to the structure of one's 
mode of thinking. The structure is in general characterized as dualistic and 
hierarchical. A dualistic thought system understands a being as a closed 
entity, whereas a ne\v understanding of nothing introduces the openness of 
beings. Heidegger thus states, "For human existence the nothing lnakes pos- 
sible the openness of beings as such. The nothing does not nlerely serve as 
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the counter-concept of beings; rather it originally belongs to their essential 
unfolding as such" ("WM?" 104). He further contends, through the nothing, 
"we liberate ourselves from those idols everyone has and to which they are 
wont to go cringing" ("WM" 110). In these passages Heidegger postulates 
a being as "unfolding" itself and such an unfolding liberates a being from 
the constraints created by the identity principle that views an entity as an 
independent essence. The underlying implication seems very much Buddhist, 
despite the distance of the two philosophies on the surface. In the following 
section, we will look into the liberating aspect of nothing by examining the 
function of nothing in a Buddhist text. 

2. Buddhism, Nothing, and Emptiness 

Nothing is neither an ontological nor an epistemological category, nor can it 
be concretized as any philosophical scheme. A discourse on nothing is justi- 
fied only when understood as a figurative device. Such caution is required 
in order to avoid subjugating nothing to beings. Only by constantly prob- 
lematizing existing identity, and thus violating the identity principle, nothing 
functions as nothing. Nothing in this case cannot be the "lack" or "privation" 
of being; instead, it opens up the limits that a being retains within itself in an 
attempt to nlaititain its identity as an entity. 

Since no affirnlative language can represent the nothing, the language for 
the nothing takes the form of contextual language as opposed to the sub- 
stantial or representational mode. The forms of the contextual language are 
diverse. Most notable is the figurative language of literature as opposed to the 
substantialist language of metaphysics. The figurative language is character- 
ized by its dependency on the context and thus constantly violates the rules of 
semantics in which linguistic expression is subject to a fixed meaning system. 
Contrary to the figurative language, in the substantialist language. or the lan- 
guage of metaphysics, linguistic expression is understood as a re-presentation 
of the essence and identity of an entity. To express the nothing without sacri- 
ficing it to the language of being is to use language in such a way that absence 
becon~es tactical but not real. Since the nothing belongs to neither existence 
nor non-existence, both affirmation and negation with regard to the nothing 
are only tactical. The same can be said about the silence of the Buddha. The 
Buddha's silence does not indicate that the Buddha dismisses the issues raised 
by his interlocutor or that he withholds an answer to the posed question. His 
silence was another way of articulating the middle path, the manifestation of 
which was foreclosed because of the different presuppositions between tlie 
logic of the Buddha and that of the language his interlocutor brought into 
the dialogue. The logic of nothing can be explained in a similar manner. Our 
linguistic and philosophical paradigms are dominated by tlie logic of being. 
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Since the nature of nothing does not follow the same logic, a discussion of 
nothing suffers from ineffability. That the ineffability of nothing has its own 
philosophical function as nluch as the eloquence of being is what has been 
frequently forgotten in our philosophical investigation. 

In the ~VirvZna Sutra, one of the Mahayana Buddhist texts, the Buddha 
discusses the middle path by using the relationship between being and 
nothing (or non-being). The Sz7tra states: "The Buddha nature neither ex- 
ists nor does not exist1 both exists and does not exist/. . . being and nothing 
combined1This is what is called the middle path."13 The middle path here 
is characterized by its non-static position. It is both being and nothing and 
at the same time neither being nor nothing. In this passage not only the 
identity of nothing, but that of being as well, becomes problematic from the 
perspective of conventional logic. If a being is both and neither of being 
and nothing, negation, which traditionally falls into the realm of nothing, 
cannot take place, since one cannot negate without identifying that which is 
being negated. From the logic of this Sllfrc~. a discourse on being cannot but 
be that on nothing and vice versa, Nothing is understood as the opposite of 
being in the above passage, but the binary postulation of being and nothing 
in this Szttra does not comply with the hierarchical values frequently 
associated with these terms. 

The nothing as the opposite of being in the Sfitr.cl is distinguished from 
the middle path which is defined as a ~l l~l tual  revelation of being and the 
nothing. In this context, one can make a distinction between two different 
understandings of nothing: the nothing (non-being) as absence of being, 
which is the nothing the :Vi~.viinci Szifra employs here, and the nothing as 
openness of being, which Heidegger eventually comes to denote by the 
expression in his "What is Metaphysics?" One can distinguish these two 
understandings of nothing as the relative nothing and absolute nothing, 
following Se Geun Jeong. a Korean scholar of Asian philosophy, in his specu- 
lation about nothing. Jeong writes: "I do not know nothing, because it does 
not exist. However I speak of the nothing. Is this wrong1? The absence of that 
which does not exist means the presence of all things. The non-existence of 
that which exists means a mere absence. How about tllen the absence of all 
that which does not exist? Is this existence or non-existence?"I4 In these ques- 
tions, Jeong articulates the delicate relationship not only between being and 
non-being (or nothing) but bet~veen non-being (or nothing) and Non-being 
(or Nothing), which we just identified as the relative and absolute nothing re- 
spectively. The former understands nothing as the opposite of being, whereas 
the latter locates nothing beyond the category of either being or non-being. 
Jeong's questions evoke the specific nature in\,olved in our meditation on the 
nothing. That is, is "the absence of all that ivhich does not exist" existence 
or non-existence? The question is unans~verable, because that which does not 
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exist cannot be absent as much as it cannot be present; it is neither existence 
nor non-existence. To discuss nothing in the context of either existence or 
non-existence is itself an ill-formulated argument. Jeong further pursues his 
meditation on nothing as he states: 

What is absolute Nothing? It does not have its other. The absolute negation here 
is not the same as relative negation. Since it  does not have its other, negation is 
not possible either. Is the absolute negation the same as absolute affirmation'? No. 
The absolute negation, which must take place in the world of the absolute. cannot 
come down to the affirmation which is in the world of the relative, nor does the 
negation of negation become affirmation [in the world of the absolute]. The nio- 
lnent the absolute Nothing encounters beings, it falls into the position of the rela- 
tive nothing. The relative nothing as a mere iinage or illusion of being occupies 
only a degraded position. Nothing, then. should not be articulated through posi- 
tive expressions. Nothing will remain forever in the world of negation. However. 
even though Nothing remains in the negation, it cannot be negated." 

How does one speak of nothing which cannot be articulated in positive ex- 
pressions and which should remain in the world of negation without being ne- 
gated? Since nothing cannot be articulated in positive expression and should 
remain in the world of negation without being negated, it can only be ex- 
pressed in figurative language which defies the essentialist view of language. 
In this sense, the absolute Nothing is openness of and from being. rather than 
a lack of it. It opens the fixed identity of a being and thus frees being from 
its boundary. Such an understanding of nothing demands constant efforts to 
open up the boundary of nothing itself because the moment we domesticate 
nothing, it already loses its "identity" as nothing. Such an effort involves a 
problematization of language's capacity to represent reality. because nothing 
does not represent anything. 

Jeong's view of the absolute Nothing shares its characteristics with 
what Buddhist philosophy denotes by the expression "emptiness" (Sk. 
.Cfi~~~.ata).  In its English translation, "emptiness" is more often than not used 
interchangeably with nothing. This practice of identifying emptiness with 
nothing in the English language, without noting a distinction between the 
relative and absolute nothing, has offered one cause of misunderstanding the 
Buddhist concept of emptiness. The Buddhist conception of emptiness and its 
relation to the relative and absolute nothing is well articulated in a group of 
literature known as the PrqjfiGpa1*a1niti7 SGtras (Scriptures of the Perfection 
of Wisdom). The Heart SGtr-a, which is the shortest version in this group 
of literahlre, succinctly demonstrates how a text in the non-substantialist 
tradition-to which we assign the Buddha's silence and our deliberation of 
nothing-manifests itself through substantialist mediums such as language 
and the physical reality of an entity. 



The discourse on the emptiness in the Heart Szitra begins by identifying 
emptiness with a being. The Buddha tells ~Fir i~utra:  " ~ a r i ~ u t r a ,  form does not 
differ from emptiness, / emptiness, fonll; 1 that which is for111 is emptiness, / 
that which is emptiness, form."'h To say that form is emptiness is to negate 
form. How and what does the Buddha negate when he declares form as emp- 
tiness? The basic structure of the Heart Szitra is a step-by-step negation of 
all the classifications and impersonal categories that previously served as the 
main thematic structures in the Buddhist tradition. At the outset of the Szitm, 
the Five Aggregates, which the Buddha employed to explain the theory of 
no-self, are negated. The Buddha states. "In emptiness, there is neither form, 
nor sensation, nor perception, nor mental formation, nor consciousness." The 
negation of the Five Aggregates is followed by the negation of what is known 
as the Eighteen Elements. Through the paradigm of the Eighteen Elements, 
early Buddhism explains the entire range of the subject-object interactions. 
The Eighteen Elements consist of the six sense faculties, which are eyes, 
ears, nose, tongue, body. and mind: their six objects, which are form, sound, 
smell, taste, touch, and ideas; and the six corresponding functions. When 
eyes encounter a form, seeing takes place: when ears meet sound, hearing 
takes place; with nose and smell, olfactory activities become possible; the 
combination of tongue and taste, palatal; and that of body and touch, sensa- 
tion; and finally, the combination of ideas and mind brings about thinking 
and reasoning. 

In the Sfitra, the Buddha negates all of the six sense faculties, their six 
objects, and their corresponding functions as we read, "no ear, nor eyes, nor 
nose, nor tongue, nor body, or mind; no color, no sound, no smell, no taste, 
no touch, no objects of mind 1 no realm of eyes, and up until we come to no 
realm of consciousness." In this manner, not only does the Buddha negate all 
the entities, but he also negates all the epistemological function of the subject. 
After the Buddha negates both ontological and episten~ological structures of his 
philosophy, he further negates the Twelve Chains of Dependent Co-arising. The 
Twelve Chains of Dependent Co-arising is one of the paradigms through which 
the Buddha expounds the theory of conditioned causality in early Buddhism. 
The Buddha negates the idea as he states, "There is no ignorance, nor the realm 
of consciousness." And finally, he negates the Four Noble Truths, the very con- 
tents of his enlightenment: "No suffering. no arising of suffering, no cessation 
of suffering, nor the path leading to the cessation of suffering." 

Negating the Four Noble Truths is equivalent to negating the Buddha's en- 
lightenment itself. Hence, immediately after the Szitra denies the existence of 
the Four Noble Truths, it declares, "No wisdom, also no attainment." Nega- 
tion at this point reaches its apex: not only are the ontological and epistemo- 
logical aspects of the subject negated, but the basic structure of the Buddha's 
worldview is denied through the negation of his enlightenment itself. 
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The moment of this negation, however, marks an ironic turning point. After 
the Szitl*a negates all the elements that can be negated, it turns to affirmation: 
"Since there is nothing to obtain,/ bodhisattvas, relying on the perfection of 
wisdom, obtain the ultimate nirvana. 1 The Buddhas from the three worlds, 
relying on the perfection of wisdom, 1 attain the unsurpassed, right, and per- 
fect enlightenment." The Sllf1.a ends with the encouragement that everybody 
should practice the perfection of wisdom and obtain enlightenment as bodhi- 
sattvas and Buddhas have done. If bodhisattvas and Buddhas have obtained 
enlightenment with the help of wisdom and, thus. are relieved from suffering, 
there is wisdom. there is suffering to be removed, and there is the enlighten- 
ment and nirvaga to obtain. In the first half of the Sfitr-a, the Buddha negates 
all the categories of existence and enlightenment. In the second half, he af- 
firms their existence. This seeming contradiction constitutes the Buddhist 
logic in the Heart Szifr~i. 

The seemingly contradictory logic of the Heart Sfitra begins to make sense 
when we look into the nature of the relationship between being and non-be- 
ing, or between form and emptiness, in this text. In the first half of the Slltm, 
the narrative of negation dominates. The Five Aggregates, the Eighteen Ele- 
ments, the Twelve Chains of Dependent Co-arising, the Four Noble Truths, 
wisdom, and the attainment of enlightenment are all negated. However. to ne- 
gate these features is not to remove them fro111 the realm of being and relocate 
them in the realm of the nothing. When the SGtl-a negates them, it does not by 
default indicate the "lack" or "privation" of these elements. Negation, in this 
case. is a figurative device to indicate the limits of existing concepts and their 
linguistic expressions. When form is equated with emptiness. the expected 
effect is not the disappearance of, nor replacement of, either one by the other; 
instead their boundaries becotne blurred, as their identity is re-conceptualized 
through the inter-subsumption of parties involved in the discourse. 

When the Buddha negates all the components of his teaching in the first 
half of the Sz7tl.a. there was a condition that the Buddha set for this sweeping 
negation. Just before he denies the existence of the Five Aggregates, the 
Eighteen Elements, the Twelve Chains of Dependent Co-arising, and the Four 
Noble Tluths, the Buddha mentions that they do not exist, "when one sees them 
from the perspective of emptiness." The identity principle of an individual entity 
holds only a tentative significance, if seen from the perspective of emptiness. 
Like Heidegger's nothing, which facilitates the experience of existential totality 
for Dasein, reality understood from the position of emptiness in the Heart SGtra 
opens the limitations of individual concepts and entities whose existence on the 
phenomenal and linguistic levels is possible through the identity principle. Once 
one realizes the inner struchlre of entities and concepts, the phenomenal and 
linguistic boundaries become blurred, but the blurring of boundaries does not 
negate them on the phenomenal level. Seen from the perspective of emptiness, 
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individual identities lose their validity; from the phenomenal perspective, 
they remain as individual. This idea of simultaneously affirming and negating 
boundaries between entities is an important point in Zen Buddhist and Huayan 
Buddhist discourse as we shall see later. 

The form is now to be understood with its relation to emptiness. Negation 
is a strategic device, and in that sense, has a function similar to the silence 
of the Buddha. The negation of beings (or affirmation) is couilterbalanced 
by the negation of nothing (negativity). With this double negation, the H e a ~ t  
SGtra prevents a hypostatization of either being or nothing in a way similar 
to the Buddha's undeclared thesis in which he refutes both eternalism (being) 
and annihilationism (non-being) and declares the nliddle path. In a similar 
vein, in the Heart Siitrzr, a declaration, "that which is for111 is emptiness," is 
immediately followed by its reverse, "that which is emptiness is fonn." The 
absence in this sense is only functional but not ontological. Absence is func- 
tional because presence itself is functional. 

To understand being and nothing without subjecting them to a hierarchical 
relationship inakes it possible to be aware of the reverse-hierarchy, that 
is, the privileging of nothing over being. The history of Buddhism has 
been sensitive to this issue. The seventh-century Korean Buddhist monk 
Wbnch'iik (613-696) interprets the identity between forin and emptiness 
declared in the Heart S G ~ I ~  in the context of the mutual cancellation of  
hierarchical relationship betiveen being and nothing. In his comments on the 
passage regarding wisdom, meditation, and emptiness. Wbnch'iik writes, 
citing Badhuprabha: 

Badhuprabha comments: "A thousand years ago, the teaching of the Buddha 
was consistent; now that a thousand years have passed. debates on being and the 
nothing have emerged. [. . .] In order to help sentient beings to enter the world of 
the Buddha. the school of being and the school of the nothing Lvere established. 
Both follow the teachings of the Buddha. Bodhisattva BliBviveka [490-570 ca.] 
relied on emptiness and rernoied being, and that was to &am against the at- 
tachment to [or privileging] being. Bodhisattva Dhannapala [530-5611 relied on 
being and removed emptiness, and that Lvas to warn against the attachment to 
[or privileging] emptiness. Emptiness does not contradict being, thus it is pos- 
sible to construct the principle of emptiness ["form is emptiness"]. Being [lit. 
no-nothing] does not contradict emptiness, thus, i t  is possible to construct the 
discourse of being ["emptiness is fonn"]. Put together, the two levels of truth 
of "both emptiness and being" are constructed. Adding to "both emptiness and 
being" and "neither eniptiness nor being." the rniddle path is explained. This is 
the core of the Buddha's teaching."" 

The double negation and double affirmation employed in the Yirvijt7u Siltm 
is repeated in Wbnch'iik's explanation. Being and the nothing are both affirmed 
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and negated, because the relationship between negation and affirmation as well 
as that of being and non-being are non-dual. Not only is the philosophical dis- 
crimination of privileging being over nothing fended off, but the possibility of 
a reverse discrimination of privileging the nothing over being is prevented. 

3. Philosophical Discrirninatiotz and Philosophical Imagination 

Philosophical discrimination is a salient indicator of our desire for centripetal 
power. The centripetal mode of thinking. which privileges unity and order, 
accompanies substantialism as its corollary or foundation. The Buddha's si- 
lence is a silence-action toward, not a dismissal of, the questions when those 
questions are posed in an effort to create and consolidate a centripetal power. 
The Buddha's silence, however, is not a mere negation of a certain centripetal 
force to be replaced with another form of centripetality. The middle path. 
with which the Buddha responded to his inquisitors, serves to relativize the 
centripetal force. Its generic fonnat, "when this arises, that arises; when this 
ceases, that ceases," deprives it of its independent identity, and reminds his 
inquisitors of the contextuality of existence. The contextuality of an entity 
as well as the constituents of that entity is presented through the paradoxical 
language in the Heart Szitra with its strategy of alternating affirmation and 
negation. When affirmation and negation are understood from the perspective 
of a substantialist mode of thinking, they are in a dichotomous relationship; 
the identity of the one cannot overlap with that of the other. From the perspec- 
tive of a non-substantialist mode of thinking, affirmation and negation are 
mutually indebted: affirmation by nature already encompasses negation in its 
concept and vice versa. 

Let us for a nlolnent unfold our philosophical imagination in which the 
boundaries that have been so dear to our philosophical investigation become 
blurred. As the borders between affirmation and negation, reason and imagi- 
nation. philosophy and literature, logos and mythos, and truth and fiction 
become blurred, the centripetal force placing them in respective positions 
becomes loose as well. The Cartesian revolution opened a new path in the 
relationship between philosophy and religion. Hegel, like Descartes before 
him. redefined the border between philosophy and religion by incorporat- 
ing the religions in his philosophical system. In Descartes' Discotwse or? 
the Method and Meditatiol~s 011 First Philosophj: reason begins a journey 
to claim itself as the sole legitimizing authority in discourses on humanities. 
The God of Abraham would be replaced with the God of  philosopher^.^^ The 
journey reaches the apex when Hegel introduces the concept of philosophy of 
religion in which religion is sublated into phi lo~ophy. '~ It might sound ironic; 
however. in the process of reason's journey in Descartes' and Hegel's philoso- 
phy, reason frequently speaks figurative language instead of philosophical 
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language, if one can make a clear distinction between the two. Can figurative 
language speak truth? Does figurative language speak through reason? Can 
literature tell the same truth that philosophy claims to tell us? Is metaphysics 
possible when philosophy speaks a figurative language? Has metaphysics 
(and philosophy) ever spoken other than figuratively? Can we ask whether 
philosophy is a fiction? 

Metaphysics has claimed the truth of philosophical language and has been 
critical about the figurative nature of literary discourse. The poet was the one 
who should be expelled from the republic ruled by the philosopher. At the 
threshold that foretells the "closure" of metaphysics and the impossibility of 
remaining "on the fringes of Hegelian discourse," Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe 
asks, "What if, after all, philosophy were nothing but literat~re?"'~) What 
would it mean to think of philosophy as literature? 

In a reading of Descartes, Dalia Judovitz demonstrates how the birth of mod- 
em subjectivity in Cartesian texts was carried out not through philosophical lan- 
guage but literary devices. Judovitz contends that in Descartes' text, especially in 
his Meditations, the creation of subjectivity is mediated by a special representa- 
tion, that of the evil genius. which makes the text "a representation of fiction par 
e~ce l lence . "~  Judovitz fi~rther claims that the Cartesian reason is possible only 
by employing fictional devices and that this is an "index of a metaphysical cri- 
sis": the fiction of madness and hyperbolic doubt fosters "the Cartesian illusion 
of a philosophical system that can define itself autonoi~~ously."~~ 

Once we begin to see the metaphysical tradition as embedded within the 
literary tradition, we begin to note a certain pattern in the function of the 
literary trope in the construction of philosophical discourse. The relationship 
between imagination and reason in Kant provides another such occasion. 
Paul de Man, thus, notes in his discussion of the fate of imagination in Kant's 
Third Critique, "What could it possibly mean, in analytical terms, that the 
imagination sacrifices itself, like Antigone or Iphigenia-for one can only 
imagine this shrewd and admirable imagination as the feminine heroine of a 
tragedy-for the sake of reason?"" De Man answers his own question with a 
claim that "instead of being an argument. [Kant's Crifiqzie] is a story, a dra- 
matized scene of tlie mind in action" in Lvhich "tlie faculties of reason and of 
imagination are personified, or anthropomorphi~ed."'~ 

Hegel's texts are no exception in the employment of literary figures for 
philosophical arguments. In Hegel's grand narrative on the journey of the 
Spirit, one finds a Bildz~rigsroman in ~vliich Hegel describes how the Spirit 
wages its journey to be a grown "man": 

These stages [of Spirit in process] can be compared to the stages of human life. 
The child is still in the first. inltnediate unity of ~vill  and nature (both its olvn 
nature and that u-hich surrounds it). The second stage [is] youth. this individual- 
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ity, this becoming-for-self. this spirituality blossoining into life, still setting no 
particular purpose for itself but questioning, searching this way and that, pay- 
ing heed to everything that comes its \vay, taking heart froin it. The third stage, 
maturity, is that of work for a particular purpose, to which adults subject thern- 
selves. to which they devote their strength. Hovering above maturity, finally, the 
fourth stage is old age, the age of thought. having the universal before itself as 
infinite purpose, recognizing this purpose-the age that has turned back from 
particular fonns of activity and work to the universal purpose. (LPR 11. 237-8) 

The same literary trope can be found among the advocates of the Hegelian 
system. Defending Hegel against the Derridean deconstruction of dialectics. 
Rowan Williams writes, "It is of course true that Hegel believes there to be only 
one story to tell of the life of the mind . . . Absolute spirit is characterizable 
as ultimate self-presence, but ... it is at least debatable whether, in the Hegelian 
system. it could actually make any sense to claim that Absolute Spirit was 
realizable as the term of any specific historical process."25 With this doubt, Wil- 
liams reaches a conclusion similar to de Man's, namely, "all that is said about 
this telos has a necessarily qilasi-$ctional character: it has the negative force 
of insisting that we don't ke for granted any level of dualism between self 
and world, tlie perceived and the real. the concept and the ' bn~te  fact'. and so 
~n."~"he distance between mythos and logos does not seem as far apart as phi- 
losophy has claimed. In this context, one might even claim that philosophical 
discourse has been using literary trope and by doing so, it has generated its own 
legitimacy: fable has been the foundation of the self-legitimation of logos. 

What would it mean to think of fiction, instead of philosophy? Lacoue- 
Labarthe states, "Muthos and logos are the same thing, but neither is nlore 
tnle (or false. deceptive, fictional, etc.) than the other; they are neither true 
nor false; both are the sanie fable."27 That is because. Lacoue-Labarthe 
contends, "the 'becoming-logos' of the world in the metaphysics that is ac- 
complished in Hegelian logic is nothing other than its ‘becoming-mu tho^'."^^ 
To think of philosophy as literature without allowing the traditional di- 
chotomy between literature and philosophy, or fiction and truth. is to think 
about the world without the outside. To cite Lacoue-Labarthe again, "To think 
fiction is not to oppose appearance and reality, since appearance is nothing 
other than the product of reality. To think fiction is precisely to think without 
recourse to this opposition, ozltside this oppo~ition."'~ In our philosophical 
discourse. the suppression of mythos for the privileging of logos could offer 
us one barometer to reflect the nature of the presuppositions we employed in 
our philosophizing. This mode of philosophizing could be more visible in a 
certain philosophical tradition than others; when this mode comes to take tlie 
position of exclusivism, resorting to strictly dichotomous views on the usual 
binary opposites. including logos and mythos, reason and emotion. truth and 
fiction. and being and nothing, we come to note that the power to hold the 



center becomes strongest. The power entertains our desire to keep things in 
order, give entities their unified identity. and enable society to concretize 
normative value systems and codes of behaviors. 

The Cartesian Ego-cogito could be one of the strongest manifestations 
of the power of such a desire, which we identified earlier as centripetality, 
the force concentrating toward center, maximizing its power to hold things 
together. As forces gather together in the creation of its power, frequently 
forgotten is the fact that the centripetality goes along with the centrifugality. 
This is true in nature, and so is in human society. in an individual's life, and in 
a philosophical discourse. Centrifugality is the power distracting the central- 
izing forces; it allows individual constituents of a group their own separate 
identity, diversity, and room for nonconformity. The nonconformity could 
take place as an intentional action of an agent, when the agent realizes that 
certain norms of society, ideology, culture, or politics do not serve the interest 
of the agent. The agent's action to ameliorate the existing structure follows. 
Nonconformity of the agent in this case is facilitated by the external forces, 
and the agent is reacting to the outside stimuli by challenging the unfavorable 
environments. Nonconformity, however, also arises through the internal logic 
of an entity because of heterogeneity existing within an entity. In this case, 
nonconformity takes place as an internal rupture that constantly influences 
the subject's existence and function as a unified agent of action. 

One might ask whether the internal and external constituents of nonconfor- 
mity can be so decisively separated. Our discussion of Buddhism and meta- 
physics has already revealed the nebulous nature of this division. On a surface 
level, the silence of the Buddha is externally incurred since the Buddha is chal- 
lenging the dominant discourse of the time, that is, eternalism of the Brahmani- 
cal tradition and annihilationism of the heretics. When the Buddha eventually 
identifies the meaning of his silence as the middle path, his logic gets close to 
the centrifbgal dispersive power over the centripetal desire to hold the center. 
However, when the Buddha declares this middle path as the universal law of the 
world, we ask whether the middle path, centrifugal in its content, marks another 
metaphysical turn resorting to the centripetal forces. In the case of the Buddha 
in the Agamas, the coexistence of centripetality and centrifugality is still debat- 
able. In the next section, we shall examine how centrifugality is articulated in 
Zen Buddhist literature and at the same time how centripetality is employed to 
secure self-legitimation in the same tradition. 
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CENTRIFUGALITY: 
LANGUAGE AND VIOLENCE 





Chapter  Four 

Language and Thinking: Subjectivity 
and Zen Huatou Meditation 

1. Acting Out Silence 

The philosophical imagin-tion we experimented with at the end of the last 
chapter is not far from the  magin nation exercised in Zen Buddhist literature. 
The mixh~re of what is traditionally considered "literary trope" with philo- 
sophical ideas and religious doctrine has made the Zen tradition subject to 
various types of misunderstanding and created a perception of Zen Buddhism 
as a strange. illogical, and mystical tradition. At the center of this image of 
Zen as "impenetrable" lies language. 

As we discussed in length, the Buddha's silence in the "undeclared thesis" 
of early Buddhism is not the indication of literal silence, but a demonstration 
of the inadequacy of the language employed by his interlocutor. Zen Bud- 
dhism is the Buddhist school which most effectively and rigorously employs 
the complex meaning of the Buddha's use of silence; moreover, it turns this 
silence into "language." Because the silence is at the core of the school's 
teaching, and at the same time the Zen school has never remained silent, the 
paradox of asserting silence by not remaining silent has complicated the her- 
meneutic endeavors of scholars of Zen Buddhism. To understand the relation 
between silence and language in Zen Buddhism is one key to unraveling Zen 
literature in this context. Let us, then. begin our discussion of Zen Buddhism 
with a meditation on silence. 

What does "silence" denote in our communication? Despite the relatively 
simple and unsophisticated dictionary definition of the word, which usually 
identifies the expression as "absence of sound and noise" and thus "absence 
of mention," the range of hermeneutical possibilities that this expression 
affords is exceedingly rich. The absence of mention can be an expression 
of extreme happiness or of despair, of indifference or of resistance, of 



authority or of subservience. One can keep silence but also be silenced. 
In Buddhist tradition, one also practices silent meditation. In other words, 
being silent never means being silent. In addition, one does not merely 
keep silence. One is noted, recorded, or said to keep silence. Silence, then, 
like any other linguistic expression, is a communal language. One can feel 
happy all by oneself, but one does not keep silence by oneself. Silence by 
nature is one's response to outside stimuli: it is the subject's evaluation of 
the object, the nature of which ranges from one's opinion on various daily 
events to linguistic, philosophical, cultural, and political agenda. In this en- 
counter between the subject and the object presented to the subject's evalu- 
ation, silence as the subject's response to the object contains meanings that 
often include opposite ideas. 

Despite the wide range of hermeneutic possibilities with which silence is 
impregnated, there exists a conln~only shared aspect of different interpreta- 
tions of silence; that is, silence as a speech act is characterized by a certain 
gap between the subject and the object or between the subject and the outside 
world. The lack or delay of an immediate verbal response is a suggestion that 
what is presented to the subject does not properly fit into the thought system 
that the subject maintains at the moment the object is presented. The period of 
the subject's adjustment to the challenge of the current situation is expressed 
through the momentary lack of sound or comment, which is silence. Silence, 
in  this sense, is  a speech act o f  asymmetry that takes place at  the moment  o f  
the subject's encounter with the object. 

Even before the appearance of Zen Buddhism, the use of silence has 
been one dominant speech act in Buddhist literature. A frequently cited 
passage from the Larikijvnfijru Szitrzr claims that the Buddha said nothing 
in his forty-nine years of teaching: "It is said by the Blessed One that 
from the night of the Enlightenment till the night of the Parinirvana, 
the Tathagata in the meantime has not uttered even a word, nor will he 
ever utter; for not speaking is the Buddha's speaking."' This expression, 
which caused both eighteenth century European historians and twentieth 
century Buddhist scholars much hermeneutical embarrassment, is a superb 
rhetorical employment of the multi-layered meaning of silence.' Bernard 
Faure, thus, asks: 

The "originality" of Chan inay be that there is no originary teaching, since the 
Buddha allegedly "never spoke a word during his forty-nine years of predica- 
tion." But \vas there even an "originary" or "pure" experience? What Lve seein 
to find are "traces" in the Derridean sense of signs pointing to an origin that was 
never inore than virtual. Paradoxically. the very insight that there is nothing to 
obtain comes to play the role of an original insight, and thus constantly risks 
becoming hypostasized. even and particularly ~vhen signified by the (meaning- 
full) silence of the Buddha or of Viinalakirti."' 
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As noted by Faure, the silence of Vilnalakirti is another incidence in which 
a lay practitioner Vinlalakirti acts out the Buddhist philosophy of non-duality 
by keeping silence. In a section entitled "Entering the Gate of Non-duality" 
in the fi~nalaklr-ti SGfi-a, participating members of a conversation are asked to 
describe non-duality. After each member expresses his vision of non-duality, 
the same question is put to Vimalakirti: 

Then Manjushri said to Virnalakirti, 'Each of us has given an explanation. Now, 
sir. it is your turn to speak. How does the bodliisattva enter the gate of nondual- 
ism? ' 

At that time Virnalakirti remained silent and did not speak a word. 
Manjushri sighed and said, "Excellent, excellelit! Not a word, not a syl- 

lable-this truly is to enter the gate of nondualis~n!"~ 

The Buddhist silence-beginning with the silence of the Buddha in his 
undeclared thesis, then, in the non-utterance claim in the Lnrikfi?at&a SGtra 
to the silence of Vimalakirti-takes a new turn in the East Asian Zen Bud- 
dhist tradition. Zen Buddhism did the best job of "acting out" the silence of 
the Buddha and thus "spe:,'iing out" silence and, at the same time. explicitly 
denying the use of language. Ironic as it might sound, "speaking out silence" 
and "denial of language" belong to the same philosophical endeavor. When 
one approaches Zen literature without considering the dual nature of Zen 
language. the Zen Buddhist attitude toward language turns out to be a source 
of various conflicting contentions regarding the role of language in Zen 
Buddhism. This situation has been very visible in Zen Buddhist scholarship 
for the past several decades. 

Major questions addressed in scholarly investigation of Zen literature have 
been focused on the relationship between language and thinking. That is: Is 
language a tool to communicate our thought or is it part of our thinkingc? Is 
thinking possible without language? If so, can we assume a pure state free 
from linguistic constraintsc? Zen Buddhist scholars have attempted to locate 
Zen literature within the scope of answers to these questions. Based on the 
evaluation of the relationship of language and thinking, we can categorize 
recent Zen Buddhist scholarship in the West into two opposing views: 
linguistic and non-linguistic approaches. 

According to the linguistic approach, Zen Buddhism asserts a flat rejec- 
tion of the linguistic system. From that perspective, Zen sees distortion as 
inevitable in our use of words and theorization, and sees enlightenment as an 
experience of human reality that takes place beyond the realm of linguistic 
cornmunication. This vision of linguistically pure Zen Buddhism explains 
the school as searching for a "pure experience" of the "primordially given" 
original nature of human beings, when the practitioner frees herself or himself 
from the linguistically constmcted reality of the world. In this approach to Zen 



Buddhist language, Zen Buddhism is ~~nderstood as an effort to reach the realm 
where language "halts," as Roland Barthes writes: "All of Zen . . . appears as 
an enormous praxis destined to halt language . . . perhaps what Zen calls satori 
. . . is no more than a panic suspension of language, the blank which erases in 
us the reign of the Codes, the breach of that internal recitation which consti- 
tutes our person."' When this idea of Zen rejection of language is pushed to 
the extreme, Zen is blamed for its "monopoly of inarticulation." As Koestler 
states: "Painters paint, dancers dance, musicians make music, instead of ex- 
plaining that they are practicing no-thought in their no-mind. Inarticulateness 
is not a monopoly of Zen, but it is the only school which made a monopoly out 
of it."Whether Zen can be charged with a monopoly of inarticulation is very 
much a debatable issue. It is further questionable whether Zen inarticulation, if 
such a phenomenon does exist, has been drawn from a rationale similar to the 
painters', dancers', or musicians' use of communicative methods other than 
language. Is language completely missing in their expressions? Is what we call 
language limited to verbal expressions or to linguistic signs? 

The idea that Zen Buddhist enlightenment reflects an aspiration for a 
linguistically pure realm in human experience encounters opposition when 
postmodern and post-structuralist theories of language come into play. When 
Zen enlightenment is viewed as a non-linguistic pure state, language is un- 
derstood mainly through its representational function. Language represents 
truth, but as such it is not a constituent factor in the construction of truth. 
Understanding of language as a medium, or a carrier, of truth not only pre- 
vents language from participating in the message of truth itself, but makes it 
a liability for one's understanding of truth. In the space between the truth and 
its receiver stands language. This being the space in which the distortion of 
the original message of the truth takes place, the only way to overcome this 
unwanted play of the intermediary power, one could argue, is to completely 
remove this stage. 

The idea that language or linguistic communication not only participates 
in one's experience of truth but is its indispensable element introduces a lin- 
guistic approach to Zen language. In this context, mainly two interpretations 
have been suggested: the first is to understand Zen language as a rhetorical 
discourse and the second is to interpret it as a specific language game. Mark 
Lawrence McPhail's discussion of Zen language in connection with post- 
modem narrative takes the first stance. According to McPhail, Zen language 
is to be understood with its "rhetorical aspect," rhetoric here indicating its 
positioning on the other side of argumentative and critical language based on 
the identity principle of dualistic thinking. Reading the tradition of encoun- 
ter-dialogue in Zen Buddhism from a rhetorical perspecti\ e, McPhail evalu- 
ates Zen as a "radically emancipatory understanding of language and life."' 
McPhail thus claims that language in Zen tradition is fully operating in Zen 
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discourse, instead of something that needs to be removed for the experience 
of Zen enlightenment. 

Dale S. Wright pushes the idea of the rhetorical function of Zen language 
further and claims that Zen tradition, rather than denying the use of lan- 
guage, has developed its own language game, which Wright calls a "monas- 
tic language game." Wright brings our attention to the fact that language is 
not an optional element in one's life nor is the pre-linguistic state, if such 
exists at all, accessible to human beings. In this context, Wright proposes the 
"monastic language game" as an alternative to "a fundamental component 
of Western-language interpretations of Zen experience-the idea that Zen 
enlightenment is an undistorted 'pure experience' of 'things as they are' be- 
yond the shaping power of l a n g ~ a g e . " ~  Challenging the purely non-linguistic 
approach to Zen language, Wright contends that "awakening would consist, 
among other things, in an awakening to rather than from language . . . . Zen 
monastic training would be understood to require a fundamental reorienta- 
tion of one's sense of l a n g ~ a g e . " ~  Wright's interpretation not only secures an 
essential role for language in Zen enlightenment, but also creates a special 
position for it: "Language is taken to be the power to form that commonal- 
ity and to shape and sustain the monks' shared concern for the possibility of 
'a~lakening'."'~' 

Bernard Faure also finds the combination of Zen language and power (in 
this case. the emphasis is on social rather than monastic power) to be an at- 
tractive alternative to the nai've argument for alinguistic pure experience in 
Zen Buddhism. Faure states: "The question [in Zen discourse] is never that of 
language in abstracto, but always that of legitimate language and of the power 
from which it derives and to which it gives access."" 

In the examples I have provided so far, one finds a spectrum that ranges 
from a con~plete denial of language to a full acceptance of it. The linguistic 
and nonlinguistic approaches deal with Zen language at different stages 
in Zen practice. The non-linguistic approach is mainly concerned about 
the role of language in the state of enlightenment, whereas the linguistic 
approach focuses on the role of language in the process of attaining en- 
lightenment. This distinction, however, should not pose a serious obstacle 
to our line of argument because, if language in the ultimate stage of Zen 
practice is to be forgotten. language in the process of reaching that goal 
cannot have any major role either. Also, if language is understood as essen- 
tial in Zen practice and as a pre-condition for it, the goal reached through 
that practice cannot be free from linguistic power. Our focus does not lie in 
the distinction between the two approaches but in the fact that these seem- 
ingly contradictory understandings regarding the role of language in Zen 
Buddhism are not, as they seem, mutually exclusive; rather, they coexist 
like two sides of a coin in various Zen discourses. At the same time, note 



that the two different approaches to Zen language reflect the change of the 
position of language in Western philosophical discourse. as it evolves from 
a modern to postmodern mode of thinking. A brief examination of the role 
of language in modernist and postmodernist philosophies will suffice to 
demonstrate this point. 

In the traditional formula of ' I  speak', the speaking subject is believed to 
posit meaning through the medium of a linguistic system. Language, in this 
understanding, is a means of bridging the gap between the thinkinglspeaking 
subject and the things articulated by that subject. Not only is the gap between 
thinking and speaking left unaddressed: the subject here predicates objects 
both through linguistic structure and the mode of thinking. Posited in this 
manner as an object, like any other object of thought. language cannot pos- 
sibly play any role other than that of a communicati~~e tool. 

At the birth of the modem self, Descartes did not consider the role of lan- 
guage in thinking; thus his dictum, Cogito ergo szrm, confirms the certainty of 
one's existence via the thinking subject. A full reversal of the situation takes 
place in postmodem and post-structuralist understanding of language. An 
example can be found in the Lacanian modification of the Cartesian dictum. 
Echoing the Freudian formulation, Wo es n3ai; sol1 Ich ~rerden (Where it was, 
there shall I become),'? Lacan writes: Cogito ergo sz~m, zrbi cogito ibi sum ( I  
think, therefore I am; where I think, there I am)." To put it another way, our 
existence is predicated by our thinking, which in turn is located where we are 
doing the thinking, and we do the thinking in language. To Lacan, then. the 
Cartesian thinking subject is none other than language, as his fanlous phrase 
goes: "The unconscious is structured like a language."14 

In the Cartesian thinking, the subject posits meaning, and language is 
meaning's servant, whereas in the Lacanian model, meaning (thinking 
and the thinking subject) is go\,erned by language, which Lacan calls the 
symbolic order. Reciprocity between the two worlds-the subject vis-a-vis 
the object, thinking (meaning) vis-a-vis language, and the self vis-a-vis 
the other-is closed. The occupier of the center has changed from the 
Cartesian to the Lacanisn model. but the structure of subordination has 
not. In the Cartesian world, one kvould say: '1 speak language', whereas in 
the Lacanian world, it could be modified into: '1 am spoken'. The shifting 
position of language from Descartes to Lacan inevitably affects the posi- 
tion of the human subject in the process of signification. In the Cartesian 
model, the subject is an active agent of the meaning-giving action, whereas 
in the Lacanian model, the subject disappears into the margin as we note in 
other postnlodern and post-structuralist philosophy. The nonlinguistic and 
linguistic models of Zen language in their own ways reflect this change in 
the view of language from the modernist to postmodernist perspectives. In 
the case of Zen language. ho\t.e\-er, the tu.o niodels do not stand in linear 
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relationship but they co-exist. This has been a cause of confusion for the 
readers of Zen Buddhism in understanding the role of language in the Zen 
Buddhist tradition. 

Confusion about the Zen Buddhism attitude toward language and con- 
tradictory interpretations of it are not exclusively a modern phenomenon 
but one that scholars repeatedly encounter in traditional Zen Buddhist lit- 
erature. Consider the conventional definition of Zen Buddhism, attributed 
to Bodhidharma, which has been cherished as a declaration of the goal and 
identity of Zen Buddhism. Zen is: "A special transmission outside the scrip- 
ture,/Not dependent on words and letters,/ Directly pointing at the human 
mind,/Seeing into one's nature and becoming a Buddha." l 5  These passages 
have been used, too frequently and too easily, as a proof of the Zen school's 
rejection of a linguistic system. The history of Zen Buddhism provides 
ample examples of such expressions supporting the negative evaluation of 
language in Zen tradition. However, at least two issues are frequently for- 
gotten when one accepts this negative tone of Zen rhetoric toward language. 
The first is the fact that the rejection of linguistic system in Zen literature 
more often than not accompanies a complete acceptance of the system. The 
second is the question of why language is considered unreliable in Zen 
tradition. We will come back to the second issue shortly and here will take 
up the first issue. 

Consider the following statement by Bodhidharma on language: "The ulti- 
mate truth is beyond words. Doctrines [Theories or teachings] are only words. 
They are not the Way. The Way is originally wordless. Linguistic expressions 
are illusions. They are no different from things that appear in your dreams 
at night."16 111 this typical Zen statement on language, the non-linguistic ap- 
proach finds a solid ground for its argument. The truth is beyond linguistic 
expression, for language is as unreliable as things in one's dreams. However, 
Bodhidharma is also recorded as having stated, "There is no language that 
is not Buddhist teachings . . . . The original nature of language is liberation. 
Language cannot cause attachment. Attachment originally cannot be caused 
by language" (translation modified)." 

This seeming contradiction within Zen tradition as to the function of lan- 
guage appears in a more complicated and sophisticated form in the Dianiond 
Siit1.u. one of the major texts in Zen Buddhism. The narrative in the Diamond 
Siit~cr is characterized by its use of paradox. The Heal-f Siifra, the shortest 
version among the PI-ajfiZpil-amiti texts, which we discussed earlier. also in- 
corporates the logic of simultaneous use of negation and affirmation in order 
to disturb the hypostatizing nature of linguistic expression. In the Dianiond 
Siitr-a, the paradoxical play of negation and affirmation is further enforced. 
The following passages from the Diamond Siitl-a offer us a good example to 
explore the logic employed in this text. 



(1) What is called Buddhist clllar~,lcr refers to what is not Buddhist dlzari,ia.18 
(2) I will lead all the sentient beings to nir-rn!la; though I said "I mill lead all 

the sentient beings to nil.wna," there actually are no sentient beings.ly 
(3) Tathiigata means that all dharr?ias are as such. Some people rnight say that 

the TathEgata has obtained unsurpassed, right, and equal enlightenment; how- 
ever, Subhiiti. there is no such dhar-~iia as unsurpassed, right, and equal enlight- 
enment. In the unsurpassed. right. and equal enlightenment that the Tathiigata 
obtained, there is nothing real nor unreal, and that is why the Tathiigata says that 
all the dharn~as are Buddhist dhar-171as. and again, Subhiti, what is called all the 
dhavnlas are not "all the dharmns"; their names are "all the dharma~."'~ 

(4) Do not assume that there is dhmmu to be explained by the Tathggata. Do 
not think like that. . . To talk about dlinmia (dharn~a-talk) means that there is 
nothing to talk about, that is ~vhy it  is called dliarn~a-talk.?' 

These quotations provide evidence of how the simultaneous usage of af- 
firmation and negation, which I have described as a characteristic feature of 
the Zen attitude toward language, develop into Zen logic in a text like the 
Diamond SGtru. As Bodhidhanna teaches language as illusion and at the 
same time liberation, the SGtrcr in the first passage identifies dharn~a with no- 
dharma. In the second passage, the existence of sentient beings is affirmed 
and immediately negated. The third passage begins by negating the belief 
that the Tathiigata has attained enlightenment. This negation is immediately 
revoked by the admission that he did attain enlightenment. The final passage 
again identifies dhama  with no-dharrrza. 

The discourse obviously violates the logic of language, not to speak of the 
logic of logic. If "a" is identified with "not-a," language cannot function; or 
language might still function in such a state but it loses its meaning; or language 
will function only if the user of the language learns it in a way that is different 
from linguistic convention. This might suggest that Zen training. as the linguis- 
tic approach claims, includes the capacity to decode the logic of the seeming 
illogic of Zen discourse as exemplified in the DialnondSGtru. This in turn justi- 
fies the claim that mastery of a specific use of a language game is essential to 
Zen enlightenment and to the poLver of Zen masters in Zen monasteries. Such 
a conclusion brings us back to the beginning of our query into Zen language. 
The rejection of language in Zen d i sco~~rse  supports the non-linguistic approach 
whereas the counterbalancing statement that accepts the linguistic system and 
the logic of illogic in a Zen text like the Diamond SGtra also provides a justifi- 
cation for the linguistic approach. As a way to resolve this dilemma of accept- 
ing both linguistic and non-linguistic approaches, and to map out the synergy 
of the two approaches in a Zen text, let us examine how language is explained 
in the Plutform SGtra by the Sixth Patriarch Huineng. 

In the text, Huineng explains one's relation to language by employing 
thirty-six parallels. Huineng writes: 



[Things] arise and cease, and thus leave two extremes. When explaining any 
dJ~nrnza. do not stay away from the nature and characteristics [of things]. If 
someone asks you about dharmn, use language so that the two extremes are 
completely explored [and exhausted]. All explanation should be given using 
parallels to show that things originate from each other, and eventually the two 
extremes [dualism] will be exhausted [explored to their end], and find no place 
to set thelnselves up.'' 

The thirty-six sets of parallels Huineng postulates are examples of indi- 
vidual entities which convention views as opposites. To name things is to 
give them an individual identity through opposition and contrast, and this 
process constitutes a major function of  language. By claiming the indepen- 
dence of  each being and giving it a separate identity. language functions 
against the idea of  dependent co-arising. This world of provisional appear- 
ances. however, eventually reveals itself as only half of the truth, for when 
a name is used. it brings with it the other side of itself, that is. invisible 
aspects within the visible reality, which is the rupture of  the other within 
the self. As Huineng states, "Darkness is not darkness by itself; because 
there is light there is darkness. Darkness is not darkness by itself; with light 
darkness changes, and with darkness light is revealed. Each mutually causes 
the other."27 

The name, darkness, is understood by virtue of its relation to its other, that 
is, light. A problem arises  on[^) ~vher? one represses the invisible other within 
the name, and the name, darkness, claims an independent identity. refusing to 
admit its relation to light. Zen both confirms and rejects the linguistic func- 
tion of  naming by employing language to reveal the interrelatedness of each 
pair of oppositions. Huineng thus warns: 

When you speak, outwardly. while remaining within form, free yourself from 
form: and inwardly. while remaining within emptiness. free yourself from emp- 
tiness. If you cling to emptiness, you will only be increasing your ignorance. 
If you cling to fom~.  you will slander dhnrn~n with your false vielvs. Without 
hesitation. you will say that one should not use written words. Once you say 
one should not use written words, then people should not speak, because speech 
itself is written \\lords.24 

With this citation, it is not difficult to see the echo of  the Buddha's claim 
for the middle path as demonstrated in his undeclared thesis. The use of the 
similar pattern in the Heart Sz7t~a and the Dian~ond Sz7t1.a has been pointed 
out, which we identified as acting out silence by refuting language. Lin- 
guistic expression, as Huineng states, must contain within itself the other 
L 

side which articulation cannot bring forth because language functions based 
on its capacity to make distinctions. If light and darkness are understood 



as identical, language cannot function; not only that, if they are identical, 
why does one need two different linguistic expressions? On the other hand, 
the concept of light cannot stand by itself but exists dependently with dark- 
ness. This identity of difference and difference of identity becomes a core 
synergic relationship in Zen understanding of language. Despite the seem- 
ingly paradoxical nature of this definition of language in Zen. this is only 
another way of saying that language is an arbitrary sign system. Buddhist 
terminology for this arbitrariness \vould be emptiness. Language itself is 
a good example of emptiness. Being an arbitrary sign system, no signifier 
in a linguistic system can claim anything about the nature of the signified. 
Language functions on a tentative agreement between the signifier and the 
signified. That this agreement is tentative, however, is frequently forgot- 
ten: in the naming process, the signifier is identified with the essence of 
the signified, and this essence is further reified, paving the way to create a 
fixed Truth, which in turn assumes a central role in one's understanding of 
the world and of being. 

A mistaken approach to language, with regard to the relationship between 
language and one's mode of thinking. is well articulated in the Platfbrin Siitra 
through an episode about a monk named Fada. After seven years' study of the 
Lotzrs Sfiti.a, Fada was still unable to realize the true meaning of the Slrtru. 
Reasoning that his failure was caused by the problem of the Lotzrs Sfitra, not 
by his capacity to decipher the text, Fada asks Huineng to resolve his doubts 
about the validity of the text. Huineng responds: 

If you practice with the mind, you turn the L o r ~ s ;  if you do not practice \vith 
the mind, you are turned by the Lor~,s. If your mind is correct, you will turn the 
Lotus; if your mind is incorrect. you will be turned by the Lotlrs. If you open 
[your] Buddha-view, you tun1 the Lot~rs; if you open the sentient-being's view, 
you are turned by the same Lorlls. Practicing by relying on dharrna, you will 
turn the Lottrs. Fada, upon hearing one word. you will be greatly awakened." 

What Huineng tries to teach to Fada is still meaningful in our time in un- 
derstanding the role and function of language in Zen Buddhism. Language, 
like any entity in the world, is first of all a "form," and is in itself neither 
positive nor negative. As one's own tangible existence as a form is empty 
and at the same time is subject to the logic of dependent co-arising, so is 
language. If one rejects language because of its function of naming which 
provides a tentative identity for each entity named, then one should also 
reject one's own physical existence in favor of emptiness, against which the 
Buddhist discourse strenuously warns. The problem of language that Zen 
Buddhism takes pains to teach has less to do with the function of language 
as such than one's inability to read the identity of difference betueen form 
and emptiness. 



2. Fvom the Hevmeneutical t o  the Existential 

The co-existence of negation and affirmation of language, and thus of 
speaking out silence and negating language, reaches its peak in Zen Bud- 
dhist encounter-dialogue technique. In this context Korean Zen master Pojo 
Chinul's (1  158-1 2 10) posthumous work, Kai~hwa kyo'rtii 1.017 (Treatise on 
Resolving Doubts about Huatou Meditation 12 15; Henceforth Peatise on 
Htlatozr Meditation) offers us an instance to examine how the Buddha's 
silence. and the paradox of the PI-qjfiGpZra111itG literature, goes tliough yet 
another transformation in the Zen Buddhist tradition. Unlike most encounter 
dialogue literature which contains just a collection of dialogues between Zen 
nlasters and their disciples, in this work, Chinul deliberates on the meaning 
of encounter dialogue technique in the form of htratotl meditation and offers 
his theory of Zen Buddhism as well as of encounter dialogue. 

Before we move on, we need to clarify two different layers of Zen lan- 
guage. We will call the first layer the herrneneutical, and the second, tlie 
existential. By the hermeneutical, I refer to linguistic renderings of Buddhist 
doctrines. When we mention the alternative use of affirmation and negation 
in the Heart Sfitl-a and the Dian7ond Sfitra as well as in the Bodhidhasma's 
teaching, the text is mainly addressing the problem of language on the her- 
meneutical level. The henneneutical dimension in Zen language underscores 
the gap between the basic function of language, which is based on individual 
identity, and the reality Buddhism envisions through its theory of the middle 
path, which is relational. Huineng advised hi:. students to use language so 
that binary opposites come together and shed light on each other and that the 
boundary marking the limits of an entity becomes invaded and redefined by 
others. In this deliberation of the relationship between language and identity, 
Huineng was illuminating tlie hermeneutical dimension of Zen language. 

The existential dimension deals with language's relation to the subject. The 
existential dimension of Zen language concerns how linguistic rendering of 
Buddhist doctrine can be actualized in the existential reality of the subject. 
Deliberation of the existential dimension also includes the commonly held 
binary opposites of theory vis-a-vis practice, or theory vis-a-vis experience. 
The Fada episode in the Platfor-177 Sfitr-a belongs to this category. Huineng's 
advice to Fada, however, distinctly deviates from the conventional way of 
explaining the relationship between theory and practice. 

When the theory and practice become an issue of a discourse, a common 
assumption is that these two exist on separate levels, and the relationship is 
established through a linear movement from the former to the latter. Huineng. 
liowever, suggests that Fada's understanding of his own nature changes his 
understanding of the contents of the text, not the other way around. Here we 
are approaching one of controversial issues in Zen Buddhism: the subitist and 



gradualist paradigms of enlightenment. We will not get into the discussion of 
the issue now,26 but it should at least be mentioned that hermeneutic subitisln 
is shared by both the subitist position of the Southern school of Zen Buddhism 
and the gradualist position of the Northern School of Zen Buddhism as their 
philosophical ground of Zen Buddhism itself. In this sense. hermeneutic subit- 
ism needs to be distinguished from existential subitism and existential gradu- 
alism. The basic Zen Buddhist tenet holds that the mind of the sentient being 
is the Buddha. Since Zen Buddhism defines enlightenlnent as the realization 
of one's own mind, enlightenment is sudden. immediate, and unmediated. 
Whether this journey from "me" to "my m i n d  \ \ r i l l  take place suddenly or 
gradually in physical clock time is a different issue. It is necessary to make a 
distinction between these two levels of subitism because the problem of lan- 
guage in both herme~leutical and existential dinlensions has much to do wit11 
the subitist claim of the Zen hermeneutics of enlightenment. 

The Zen hermeneutics of enlightenment poses a set of questions that 
deserve our consideration. First, if the realization of one's own mind 
constitutes the content of enlightenment. how does this internal and subjec- 
tive movement of Zen enlightenment make a connection with the outside 
world? Secondly, if the mind is the Buddha, what is the function of the Bud- 
dhist scriptures and Buddhist doctrine itself? Fada himself did not ask this 
question to Huineng, when the latter explained how a text (The Lotzrs Slltra in 
this case) would be turned around by the subject, which will take place only 
"after," not before, the subject realized the nature of herlhis mind. Buddhist 
scripture by nature means teachings by the Buddha. If the subject needs to 
get to a stage of awakening in order to understand the meaning of scriptures, 
which were written to awaken the subject. we encounter a circular logic. It 
is not difficult to see that the myth of Huineng, who was illiterate at the time 
of appointment to patriarchship and remained so throughout his life, was 
designed to downplay the role of a text in Zen practice. However, the relative 
underplay of Buddhist scriptures in various Zen literature should not be read 
literally. The underplay should be understood within the context in which the 
story is built. On the other hand, it is also true that by overly emphasizing the 
subject's function in the process of one's realization of the ultimate reality 
and at the same time foregrounding the subject's independence from textual 
authority, the Plaifbrr?~ Sllti-a places itself in a position of being subject to a 
mysticism of its own creation.'- 

In his Treatise on Hzlatozr Meditutiorz. Chinul maps out the synergy 
involved in the n~ultilayered relationship between language and meaning, 
the hermeneutical and the existential, and textual authority and Zen 
intro~pection.'~ In his exposition of these issues in the Deatise on Hzmtou 
Meditation, Chinul constantly compares Zen Buddhism with other Buddhist 
schools, especially the doctrinal teaching of Huayan Buddhism. 
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According to the Huayan theory of the fourfold realm of reality, the ultimate 
goal of enlightenment is the realization of the unobstructed interpenetration 
of phenomena (C. shishi tvzlai). The phenomenal world consists of diverse 
particularities. Each element, in its individuality, seems to exist independently, 
sometimes coming into conflict with others. Based on the basic tenet of de- 
pendent co-arising, which claims the interconnectedness of all beings, Huayan 
Buddhism posits the ultimate stage of enlightenment as the realization that the 
variety of existence in the phenomenal world is originally interrelated and, 
if understood from the perspective of the ultimate reality, devoid of conflict. 
Contrary to this, Zen Buddhism claims that the mind is Buddha. 

From the Huayan Buddhist perspective, Zen Buddhism falls short of the 
Huayan teaching in its emphasis on the identity between the mind of the 
sentient being and that of the Buddha. Huayan Buddhism claims that when 
one practices Zen meditation, one tries to achieve enlightenment only in the 
realm of the nou~nenal by retreating into the realm of one's mind, which 
Huayan Buddhism interprets as a self-closure within Zen training. Huaya- 
nists consider the Huayan Buddhist teaching more comprehensive than that 
of Zen Buddhism because, whereas the Zen school teaches that "the mind is 
Buddha," thus limiting itself to the realm of the subject. the Huayan school 
emphasizes "the contemplation of the unimpeded interpenetration of all 
phenomena," encompassing diverse existence in the phenomenal world. This 
is exactly what a Huayan lecturer tried to teach Chinul, as described in the 
"Preface" to Hwadmnor? cl?dl?-o (Excerpts from the Exposition of the Htlaj~an 
jing, 1207), which contains a biographical portrayal of one of three incidents 
of Chinul's awakening experiences.29 

Chinul begins the "Preface" by entertaining his contemplation about how 
Huayan Buddhism's teaching of awakening would be different from that of the 
Zen school. Chinul writes: "In the autumn of the Year of the Snake of Great 
Stability (1 1851, I began a retreat on Mountain Haga, always keeping deep in 
~ n y  heart the Zen school's teaching that the mind is the Buddha, and thought 
to myself 'if one does not meet this teaching, even though one practices for 
multiple kalpas, one will not be able to reach the realin of the sage'."30 Even 
though Chinul was convinced of the authenticity of Zen teaching, he seems still 
unsure of the differences between Huayan and Zen approaches to awakening 
and eventually his query leads him to consult the issue with a Huayan lecturer, 
who advises Chinul: "If you contemplate only your own mind and do not con- 
template the unimpeded interfusion of all phenomena, you will lose the fruit 
of the perfect virtue of the Buddha's enlightenment." Chinul is not convinced 
by this remark, thus he thinks to himself "if one uses the mind to contemplate 
the phenomena, since the phenomena must have obstacles [among themselves] 
one will have to pursue worries in one's mind and there will be no end of it. 
If one is only to clear up one's mind and clarify its wisdom, then one hair and 



the world will become interfused, and this cannot possibly be something that 
happens outside of one's mind" (HPC 4.767). 

On a surface level, Chinul poses his question as if it is a mere curiosity 
about the differences between Huayan and Zen Buddhism. However, Chinul's 
doubt is neither a passing curiosity nor about Huayan Buddhism, but is about 
the validity of the basic position of the Zen Buddhist claim that the mind is 
the Buddha. Otherwise, there would be no reason for Chinul, who just as- 
certained that the Zen teaching of the mind qua the Buddha is the only way 
to enter into the realm of the ultimate reality, to spend the next three years 
leafing through Buddhist scriptures, as he records in this "Preface." Further, 
if Chinul was fully convinced about the validity and efficiency of the mind 
being the source of one's awakening, and if he literally belie\,ed that brighten- 
ing one's own mind is the only way to reach the realm of the ultimate reality, 
he did not need to scrutinize Buddhist ~cr ip tu res .~ '  Whatever caused Chinul's 
doubt in its deep level,-be it Zen teaching. Huayan theory, or the relation- 
ship between the two,-Chinul spent the next three years examining Buddhist 
scriptures, searching for the evidence of the validity of Zen teaching. After 
three years' perusal of Buddhist texts. Chinul arrives at the conclusion, which 
he describes as follows: 

What the World Honored One said with his mouth constitutes the teachings of the 
scholastic schools. What the patriarchs transmitted ~vi th their minds is Zen. What 
the Buddha said and what the patriarchs transmitted can certainly not be contra- 
dictory. Why do [students of both scholastic and Zen schools] not explore what is 
at the core [of these teachings]. but instead. co~nplacent only in their olvn training. 
vainly involve themselves with debates and waste their time'! (HPC 4.767 c) 

A certain disparity seems to exist between the issue over which Chinul ago- 
nized earlier and the conclusion he has arrived at here. Chinul's meditation 
on Huayan and Zen Buddhism began with his inquiry into the relationship 
between the subjective world emphasized by Zen as the locus for awakening 
and the objective world which Huayan Buddhism presents as a goal to be 
mastered in one's path to enlightenment. This can also be identified as a 
seeming gap between the world of nournenon in Zen Buddhism and the 
world of phenomena in Huayan Buddhism. The conclusion of Chinul's 
speculation as described above was to confirm the f~~ndamental identity 
between the authority of the Buddha and of patriarchs. How did the subject- 
object polarization raised by Zen \.ersus Huayan Buddhism lead Chinul to 
a conclusion of the intrinsic identity between the Buddha's teaching in the 
scholastic school (linguistic rendering) and the Zen patriarchs' emphasis of 
the mind-training (non-linguistic claim of Zen Buddhism)? In order to fill the 
gap, let us reconstruct the thought process that Chinul \vent through to reach 
his conclusion. 
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When Chinul consulted with the Huayan lecturer, he was concerned about 
how the introversive movement in Zen practice can be related to the external 
world. Zen Buddhist teaching for Chinul is characterized by the phrase "The 
mind is the Buddha" (K. chilksi~n chilkp~ll). If one's mind is the Buddha, 
and thus realization of the mind amounts to achieving awakening, how does 
this subjective action and realization not fall into solipsism but embrace the 
objective world? If the mind in Zen Buddhism is the source of enlighten- 
ment. how does Zen introversive exploration come to the understanding of 
the world without creating its own subjective idealism? Or is Zen meditation 
of the mind a form of subjective idealism? The Huayan master with whom 
Chinul consulted must have thought it was. Chinul himself seems to confirm 
the possibility of the solipsistic nature of Zen practice when he questions the 
validity of the Zen Buddhist emphasis of the mind over the Huayan teaching 
of contemplating phenomena. 

Supposing one is able to realize the nature of one's mind so that one can ex- 
perience the awakening to the interfusion of the subject and object. how, then, 
does one come out of this subjective world and prove its objective validity? If 
one is able to overcome the subjective confinement of this process of attain- 
ing awakening through the contemplation of the mind, why should any object 
in the outside world not play the same role as the mind does? One might 
consider that one's mind has a function which objects in the outside world do 
not have, because, after all, the mind is the locus through which we construct 
our views of the world. If this commonly held dualism between the mind and 
non-mind objects, and further of the subject and object, is relevant to Chinul's 
deliberation on the relationship between the Zen claim of the mind being the 
Buddha and the Huayan position on the unobstructed interpenetration of all 
things, two issues need clarification: first, how does this dualism fit in with 
the basic Buddhist tenet of dependent co-arising and emptiness?: secondly, 
how does the subjectively obtained insight into the ultimate reality earn its 
authenticity and legitimacy in this case? Ironically, Chinul finds answers to 
these questions in Huayan Buddhist doctrine. 

One unique aspect of Chinul's Buddhist thought lies in the employment of 
Huayan Buddhism as a philosophical underpinning of Zen Buddhist doctrine. 
In this context, Robert E. Buswell evaluates Chinul's exposition of Huayan 
Buddhism in Wdndon sdngbtrl laon (The Treatise on the Complete and Sud- 
den Attainment of Buddhahood) as the most important contribution of Chinul 
to East Asian Buddhism. Buswell writes: "By demonstrating the Hwabrn 
[Huayan] thought can be used for the philosophical underpinnings of the S6n 
[Zen] approach, this work [Wdndon s d n g b ~ l  I'OM] can, without exaggeration, 
be considered Chinul's most important contribution to East Asian Buddhist 
philosophy"" In a similar spirit, a Korean scholar subtitled his translation 
of Chinul's Treatise on Hzlatozr Meditation as "The Dialectic of Huayan and 



Kanhua Zen," underscoring the importance of Zen-Huayan conrlection in 
Chinul's Zen philo~ophy.~3 The amalgamatioll of Huayan philosophy of the 
doctrinal school and Zen Buddhism of meditation in Chinul also became 
a source of criticism by contemporary Korean Buddhists against Chinul's 
Zen Buddhi~m.~.' However, a close examination of Chinul's use of textual 
authority offered by Huayan Buddhism as a legitimation of the Zen claim of 
the mind qua the Buddha clarifies seberal issues essential to Zen Buddhism, 
about which many Zen texts offer only ambiguous explanations. 

Chinul describes his journey from the time of his conversation with the 
Huayan master until his arrival at the above cited conclusion as follows: 

Having returned to the mountain [after the encounter with the Huayan lecturer], 
I sat down and examined scriptures. searching for the Buddha's words which 
would coinply with the school of the mind. Three winters and summers had 
passed by, when I came to read in the chapter of "Appearance of the TathHgata" 
of the Hunj>an l ing a inetaphor stating "A single mote contains a thousand 
volumes of scriptures." The passage is later explained with, "The wisdom of 
the Tathggata is like that. It is e q ~ ~ i p p e d  in the bodies of the sentient beings; 
however, the comrnon and foolish people do not know it, nor do they realize it." 
I placed the scripture on my head [with joy] and mas not aware of tears coming 
O L I ~ .  (HPC 4.767 c) 

Chinul had initially rejected the Huayan lecturer's advice that the mind- 
training of Zen Buddhism would lead one to solipsism. Chinul also consid- 
ered that the contemplation of the phenomenal world would cause unceasing 
obstacle to the practitioners. Ho~vever, the above passage indicates that Chi- 
nu1 admitted the validity of the Huayan teaching of the unobstructed interpen- 
etration of phenomena. We can construct Chinul's reasoning at the moment of 
his awakening described above as follows. 

First, if even a single mote can contain a thousand volu~lles of Buddhist 
scriptures, the symbolic meaning of this metaphor suggests that all the enti- 
ties in the world have equal ontological values. In this case, the superiority 
of the mind as an object for contemplation is rejected and the mind versus 
non-mind dualism is therefore resolved. 

Second, if a single mote and the mind of the practitioner have the same 
ontological value, then, looking into one's mind cannot create a solipsistic 
introversive approach to the ultimate reality; instead, the realization of the na- 
ture of the mind should be equal to the realization of the reality of any entities 
in the world; the potential danger of the subject-object dualism is removed. 

Third. the metaphor of one mote containing a thousand volumes of scrip- 
tures also resolves the tension between the linguistic rendering of the scho- 
lastic school and the Zen emphasis of the mind-training in rejection of textual 
authority. The linguistic versus non-linguistic dualism is resolved. 
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Fourth, if a single mote and the mind of the subject are ontologically equal 
and, at the same time. they are all reflections of the wisdom of the Buddha, 
the investigation of the mind earns its own validity and authenticity as the 
realization of the Buddha's teaching. All the Buddhist scriptures themselves 
should be the endorsers for Zen meditation of the mind. The problem of the 
authenticity and legitimacy of the Zen school is settled." 

By resolving these problems in the manner we have discussed thus far, 
Chinul inevitably encounters a new problem. By admitting the Huayan doc- 
trine as a philosophical underpinning of Zen Buddhism. Chinul actually came 
to refute the very identity of Zen Buddhism. That is, with the confirmation 
of the above four points, the superiority of the mind-meditation over the phe- 
nomenal world was rejected; the emphasis of the non-linguistic dimension of 
Zen Buddhisin was denied; and at the same time, the claim of a non-textual 
based teaching was negated as well. If this is the case, what is the point of 
having Zen Buddhism as an independent school separated from Huayan 
Buddhism? What is the difference between the doctrinal school of Huayan 
Buddhis~n and the meditational school of Zen? 

Chinul's Peatise on Hzrntotr Meditation addresses this exact issue. In 
the text, Chinul poses five questions asked by a fictional inquisitor, who 
demands answers from Chinul on why Zen Buddhism claims to be an 
independent school when its teaching is all spelled out in Huayan school's 
doctrines. From the perspective of Huayan Buddhism. there is no reason 
for the Zen school to reclaim its superiority when Huayan teaching offers 
the most complete teaching of the Buddha. In response to the claim. in 
the fieatise Chinul has the imaginary inquisitor make the following five 
challenges regarding the legitimacy of the Zen school's hirntoir meditation. 
The inquisitor asks: 

1 .  "Huayan Buddhist teaching has already clearly expressed that there is nothing 
to take or reject in the unimpeded dependent co-arising of the realm of reality 
(dlinr.~nnu'hiitii).~~ How then does the Zen school define the 'ten diseases' as that 
which should be rejected and insist on huato~r meditation?" (HPC 4.732 a) 

2.  "It has been mentioned that the nature of an entity is characterized by 
cotnplete interpenetration with other entities and that the doctrine of dependent 
co-arising postulates that there should be no conflict arnong entities. If that is 
the case. supposing one has established one's own mode of thinking. how could 
it bring about obstacles?" (HPC 4.733 b) 

3 .  "The Pr.qj2(5pnl-i117zita Szit~,a [Scripture of the Perfection of Wisdom] states. 
'there is neither wisdom nor attainment,' and the Sudden school teaches. 'if one 
thought does not arise, that is called the achievenlent of the Buddha nature'. 
Is what you said not the same as these teachings, in testns of the idea that one 
should free oneself fro111 linguistic expressions and eliminate speculation?" 
(HPC 4.733 b) 



4. "The Sudden school is also critical of verbal teachings and encourages the 
practitioner to leave words and speculation, eliminate fonn, and get free from 
the mind. The same is the case lvith the hzratoir of the Zen school: it aims for 
the destruction of bad kno~vledge atid bad understanding, and, by dismantling 
attachments, reveals the essence of the school. Both schools share the same 
method of initiating students. How then do you say that in the Sudden school 
one accomplishes the Buddha nature only on the theoretical level and has yet to 
realize the non-obstruction of the real111 of reality, whereas the explosive power 
of the shortcut approach of Zen Buddhisrn enables one to experience in person 
the One Mind of the realm of reality and naturally enibodies the virtue of non- 
obstmction? Since both practices are based on freeing the practitioner from the 
constraints of language and speculation, how can it be that one is biased, the 
other, perfect?" (HPC 4.733 c-734 a) 

5. "[Based on your argument, one should say] those ~vho attain enlightenment 
in the Zen school belong to the same category as follov-ers of the Complete 
school, though not with those of the Sudden school, in that they realize the 
unimpeded interpenetration of the realm of reality. Why is, then, the Zen school 
so persistent in identifying itself as an esoteric teaching separated from the 
Coniplete school of Huayan Buddhisrn?" (HPC 4.736 b) 

The entirety of the five questions are cited here in order to demonstrate the 
rigorousness with which Chinul pursues the topic of the relationship between 
Huayan and Zen Buddhism as well as his agonizing efforts to clarify the 
identity and differences between the two. A number of issues need clarification 
in order to fully digest these questions. However, at least one thing should be 
clear: the entire treatise is about the identity of Zen Buddhism. In answering 
these questions, Chinul does not claim that in its teaching Zen is any different 
from the teachings of many other Buddhist schools that appeared in the 
evolution of  Buddhism. Chinul admits that Zen Buddhism does not offer any 
doctrinal renovations. Chinul repeatedly convinces his inquisitor that the idea 
of cutting off language (non-linguistic claim) does not exclusively belong to 
the Zen school. Nor is the nature of the achieved goal through Zen practice 
different from that described by Huayan Buddhism. Chinul's ready adtnission 
of the identity between Huayan teaching and Zen Buddhis~n leads Chinul's 
inquisitor to ask at the end: if there is no difference between the two, why 
should Zennists be so insistent that they follokv a special teaching through the 
training of the mind? 

Our earlier definition of the hermeneutical and the existential can be of 
help in answering this question. To Chinul, Zen teaching. especially Zen 
hzlatolr meditation, is first of all a movement from the henneneutical to 
the existential d in~e~ls ions  in Buddhist teaching. This transition from the 
henneneutical to the existential is closely related to the way language func- 
tions in Zen discourse and its influence on one's thought system. Chinul's 
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own classification of Buddhist schools offered in this Peatise meaningfully 
demonstrates this aspect of Chinul's Zen Buddhism. Compared to the five 
layered taxonomy of Buddhist schools proposed by Fazang, the alleged third 
patriarch of Huayan B~ddhism,~ '  Chinul's classification is much simpler. It 
contains only two layers, namely, the scholastic schools and the Zen schools. 
The former category is composed of the non-Huayan scholastic schools and 
Huayan Buddhism; the latter is composed of Huayan Zen and Huatou Zen. 
This demonstrates how much Chinul felt close to Huayan Buddhism, even 
while he was advocating the efficiency of Zen huatozl meditation. The mea- 
sure to distinguish among the four groups, that is, non-Huayan scholastic 
teachings, Huayan Buddhism, Huayan Zen, and Huatou Zen. is the proportion 
of the henneneutical and the existential in these teachings. We can locate the 
Non-Huayan scholastic teachings on the far end of the henneneutical side 
and Huatou Zen on the far end of the existential side; in between these two 
extremes we find Huayan Buddhism and Huayan Zen. 

Chinul's responses to the five questions posed in the Peatise are repetitive 
but increasingly emphatic assertions regarding the identity and difference 
between Zen Buddhism and other Buddhist schools culminating in the final 
section where he endorses the necessity of practicing htratotl meditation. Chi- 
nu1 tries to quell the doubts of his inquisitor by confirming the intrinsic iden- 
tity between Zen Buddhism and Huayan teaching on the hermeneutical level. 
Gradually, Chinul leads the challenger to the realm of difference between the 
two schools in the existential dimension. 

In the first question, the inquisitor asks the validity of the Zen school's 
criticisnl of what are known as the Ten Zen Diseases. The Ten Zen Diseases 
are ten incorrect ways of practicing h~ratou meditation, which Chinul created 
based on the twelfth century Chinese Zen Master Dahui Zonggao (1089- 
1163)'s discussion on htlatou meditation.jx Chinul enumerates the Ten Zen 
Diseases one by one in the later section of the Peatise on Huatou Medita- 
tion." What is at stake with the Ten Diseases, however, is not so much its 
content as the very act of making distinctions. If there were to be right and 
wrong ways of practicing htratozr or of anything, this in itself indicates a 
conflict with the Huayan teaching of the unobstructed interpenetration of all 
things. To the inquisitor in the Peatise, who represents the Huayan Buddhist 
position, the idea of counting something wrong, and thus making distinctions 
between right and wrong, is problematic. One might wonder, if Huayanists 
(and Zennists as well) consider the distinction between right and wrong so 
problematic, what would be the position of ethics in Huayan philosophy. We 
will take up this issue in the later sections of this book. 

Chinul agrees with his inquisitor that in terms of "meaning, theory. and 
analysis," the Ten Zen Diseases are also subject to the conditioned causality 
and thus cannot be either right or wrong as they are. He, thus, concurs with his 
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inquisitor in denying the validity of identifying the Ten Diseases, and writes: 
"If one is ready to make a distinction and choose between the destroyer and 
the destroyed, between \\.hat should be taken and rejected, that is an obvious 
indication that one is still under the sway of the trace of words, which disturbs 
one's mind. How then could that be called the right way of confronting a hua- 
tozr, whose only function is to be a guide?" (HPC 4.733 a). However, Chinul 
also emphasizes that as much as the Ten Diseases do not have intrinsic essence 
of their own, it is also true that there are some modes of approaches that the 
subject needs to avoid in order to realize the ultimate reality. The Ten Diseases 
do not exist as an objective reality but all the same they do in the mind of the 
subject. The Zen discursive pattern of coexistence of the negation and affir- 
mation is employed again by Chinul to explain the relationship between the 
objective world of the ultimate reality as postulated by Huayan Buddhism and 
the existential reality of the subject that Zen addresses. 

Chinul does not consider the scholastic rendering of the ultimate reality 
deficient as it is. In fact, he defends the validity of the linguistic rendering of 
the ultimate reality offered by the Huayan school and confirms that the Ten 
Zen Diseases are only provisional. However, Chinul is also clear about his 
position that the hermeneutically rendered reality of the objective world is not 
always reflected in the existential reality of the subject. From the reality of the 
hermeneutical dimension "All kinds of obstacles are themselves the ultimate 
enlightenment" (HPC 4.732 c) because obstacles themselves do not have 
self-nature and are subject to the conditioned causality. However, as much as 
this ultimate reality is true, it is also true that the existential dimension does not 
always follow it. What are the causes of the gap between the hermeneutical and 
the existential in the subject's world? Chinul states: "The theories [describing 
the ultimate state of Huayan Buddhism], though most complete and marvelous, 
are [expressions ofl what one heard, understood, thought, and calculated based 
on one's consciousness and feelings" (HPC4.733a). Chinul in this context cites 
Dahui to warn about the structural problem in one's thinking process: "the in- 
fluence of established thought being so strong, the mind in search of enlighten- 
ment itself becomes a barrier and thus the correct knowledge of one's mind has 
rarely obtained a chance to manifest itself. However, this barrier does not come 
from outside nor is it something that should be regarded as an exception" (HPC 
4.732~) .  Chinul hrther states: "The very basis of the so-called Ten Diseases is 
in fact one's desire to get enlightened" (HWP 4.732 c). The problematics of 
the situation at this point become internalized and subjectivized. Subjectivity, 
which is at the core of modernist thinkers, is also a major theme in Chinul's 
Zen Buddhist philosophy. After all, it is the subject's desire that creates a gap 
between the ultimate reality and the reality of the subject. 

The problem of subjectivity appears as an important issue in Chinul's re- 
sponse to the second question. By subjectivity I mean the subject's capacity 



to perceive, understand the outside world, process thoughts, and respond to 
external outside stimuli. On the hermeneutical level, the traditional opposi- 
tion between the subject and object cannot have much meaning in the context 
of Zen Buddhism. However, the division between the two still exists in Zen 
Buddhism on the existential level. For Chinul, Zen Buddhism addresses. 
among other issues, the problem of subjectivity. 

In the first question, Chinul juxtaposes Zen with Huayan. equating them in 
terns  of its vision of the ultimate reality and at the same time distinguishing 
them in tenns of how to approach it. In the second question, Chinul's inquisi- 
tor still holds onto the identity between Huayan and Zen and demands that 
Chinul provide a further explanation. Chinul responds: 

Do you not understand? The Complete Et~l ighte~~n~eti t  S6tr.a states: " I f  someone 
has managed to completely eliminate worries, his realm o f  reality has been 
purified. But the idea that one has acquired purity o f  the realm o f  reality will 
create a barrier, which shows that one has not yet obtained the freedoin o f  
conlplete enlightenment."4' I f  even realizing the purity o f  the realm o f  reality 
become an impediment because o f  acquired knowledge, what inore can we say 
about students in our tiine who try to configure by means o f  their feelings and 
six consciousnesses the conditioned arising that is totally free from all obstacles? 
How could they earn a true view born o f  liberation? (HPC 4.733 b )  

The subject's capacity to create selfhood by means of "feelings and six 
consciousnesses," the accumulation of which modern philosophy frequently 
identifies as 'subjectivity,' is the very ground that distorts the knowledge 
obtained by the subject from Chinul's Zen Buddhist perspective. The feelings 
and six consciousnesses (K. sikjo'ng), which Chinul repeatedly identifies in 
the Treatise as the cause of the problem for the practitioner, are also the very 
condition for understanding the ultimate reality proposed by the Buddha. 
Chinul's discussion of subjectivity. then, has two sides, and the investigation 
of one's mind is critical in this sense. The mind is allegedly the locus in which 
the gap between the existential reality of the subject and the hern~eneutical 
reality represented in linguistic rendering takes place. But the irony of this 
approach is that it is also only through the mind that this distortion can be 
'corrected.' The movement is circular, but this seemingly circular logic is to 
be differentiated from tautology in the sense that this circle is like the "her- 
meneutic circle,"-to borrow the t e rn  from the twentieth century Colltinerltal 
philosophy-in which the emergence of meaning becomes possible. 

Both Chinul's Zen Buddhism and the hermeneutics of the twentieth century 
Coiitiilental philosophy attempt to address the problem of subjectivity with- 
out creating another subjectivity by envisioning shared space that belongs 
neither to the subject nor to the object. Complexity arising out of identifying 
subjectivity as a determining feature of Chinul's view of Zen Buddhism is 



sinlilar in nature to those in various Buddhist situations. That is, the point is 
not that subjectivity is wrong, but subjectivity is not possible without being 
the subject's illusion. As Chinul states, "Seen from the perspective of the 
ultimate sense, deluded thought itself is empty, since it lacks self-nature. It is 
then not possible to remove it. All the dharmas are themselves originally true 
nature, and it is not possible to cut off or destroy the marvelous functioning 
of dependent co-arising" (HPC 4.734 b). 

By identifying Chinul's Zen Buddhism as philosophy addressing the problem 
of subjectivity, we challenge one of major criticisms against Zen Buddhism: 
that is, Zen subjectivism. Even though Zen Buddhis~n emphasizes the impor- 
tance of the mind, it does not subscribe subjectivism; instead, for Chinul, Zen 
problematizes subjectivity and Zen practice demands constant deconstruction of 
subjectivism. In this context, Zen Buddhism is keen to the function of language 
in the subject's mode of thinking. As Chinul emphasizes, to mark the limits of 
language and thought is not a Zen specific feature but is visible in other non- 
Zen Buddhist schools. Chinul addresses this issue in his response to the third 
question, in which the inquisitor challenges Chinul about the major difference 
between the Sudden school and Zen hzlntozr meditation. Chinul states: 

. . . the idea of leaving language behind and eliminating speculation is found 
in all five teachings. Each teaching has something to say about being free fro111 
linguistic constraints in order to teach the practitioner to overcome linguistic 
description and grasp the se~uinal message. . . . Inside the gate of enlighten- 
ment [i.e., at the final stage of enlightenment] they all free themselves from 
linguistic expressions as  ell as established frames of thought. If language and 
speculation are not to be overcome. hoxv can we say that one has experienced 
enlightenment? (HPC, 4 . 7 3 3 ~ )  

By the same token, both the Sudden school and Huayan Buddhism teach 
that the nature of the principle leaves language and abandons forms. Thus the 
Sudden school also teaches, "If even one thought does not arise, that is called 
the achievement of Buddhahood" (HPC 4.733 c). The Huayan school as well 
teaches, Chinul explains, that "The fruition of enlightenment leaves thought 
behind and is transmitted by mind" (HPC 4.733 c). The point to Chinul, 
however, is that all these teachings "discuss from the perspective of those 
who have already entered into realization" (HPC 4.733 c). This is another 
way of saying that in all of these approaches, the teachings are discussed 
from the hermeneutical level without a consideration of the existential reality 
of the subject. This is also why Chinul characterized the awakening in the 
Sudden school as the realization of "the inexperienced dI7an?1aka)~a Buddha" 
(K. sobi;ysin) (HPC 4.733 c).12 

For Chinul, all five schools that appear in Farang's taxonomy explain 
the "theory" of the process of awakening. The movement from scholastic 
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schools to Zen can then be identified as that from doctrine to soteriology and 
also from theory to practice. Even though these characterizations cannot be 
wrong, they also cannot be sufficient. because, if Zen is an expression for the 
primacy of soteriology over doctrine and practice over theory, does this imply 
that other Buddhist schools are not concerned about ultimate realization and 
practice? One cannot make such a radical gesture, without a specific intention 
in mind and without risking over-generalization. Earlier we identified this 
movement as that from the hermeneutical to the existential which is similar to 
the previous two paradigms in the sense that the hermeneutical dimension is 
close to the doctrinal and theoretical level whereas the existential dinlension 
is close to the soteriological and practicing level. 

If we follow Chinul's logic in the Peatise, we come to a rather interesting 
conclusion. First, the Zen school does not offer any doctrinal renovation of 
Buddhism: hence one can even say that the main concern of Zen Buddhism 
is not Buddhist doctrine itself, since Buddhist doctrines are all already spelled 
out by existing Buddhist schools, especially by Huayan Buddhism. At the 
same time. the Buddhist teaching which Zen represents is not and cannot be 
different from the teachings expounded by these other schools. Second, the 
problem Zen tries to address concerns how this linguistic rendering of the real 
is related to the existential reality of the subject. This justifies Zen emphasis 
on the mind which is the cause of potential distortion of the hermeneutical 
efforts of the subject in understanding the linguistic dimension of Buddhism 
as it appears in Buddhist scriptures. As cited earlier, Chinul confirmed that 
written texts are "what the World Honored One said with his n~outh" and, if 
this is the case. there is no way, at least for Chinul, that Zen Buddhism can 
be a negation of language or scriptures. Instead, Zen addresses and further 
foregrounds the subject's relation to language and language's function in the 
subject's understanding of reality. 

Chinul considers that language in Buddhist teachings other than hzratozr 
meditation is understood as a tool to impart the hermeneutical aspect of the 
Buddha's teaching. The hzratou e~nploys language not to communicate mean- 
ing but to facilitate an environment in which the subject makes a transition 
from the hermeneutical to the existential. That is, huatozr is neither a healer of 
disease (K. p 'ul2~~711g) nor a presentation of truth (K. chbnje). Chinul writes: 
"The moment one tends toward the slightest idea that the huatou must be the 
presentation of the ultimate truth or that it enables one to treat one's defects, 
one is already under the power of the limitations set by linguistic expression" 
(HPC 4.733 b). The hzratou is like a catalyst: as it is, it is not pertinent to 
what is happening to the subject; it simply facilitates the process of enlight- 
enment without itself being involved or changed by the transformation. The 
transforming function of the huatou is also for Chinul the raison d'6tre of 
Zen Buddhism. This being the case, in his responses to questions four and 



five, Chinul extensively discusses the nature and function of the encounter- 
dialogue (or gong'an) and hzmfozr meditation, focusing on the inner alchemy 
operating between the subject and language. 

3. Huatou Language and Zen Awakening 

In discussing the synergy bet~veen the subject and language in hzlatozr 
meditation, Chinul proposes three paradigms as the key to understanding this 
operation. The first is the distinction bet\veen the "live word" ( K. htrlalgzr; C. 
hzrojzr) and the "dead word" ( K, sagzr; C. shijz,), second, between the "direct 
involvement with word" (K. ch 'amg~r: C. canj~r) and the "direct involvement 
with meaning" (K, ch 'an~iri; C. can~li); and third, the Three Mysterious Gates 
(K. sanihydnmzrn; C. sanszranmen). 

Chinul emphasizes the importance of the first distinction by citing Dahui: 
"If one obtains enlightenment by a direct confrontation with the live word, 
one will not ever forget it; if one works with the dead word, one will not 
even be able to save oneself [not to speak of being unable to provide help for 
others to become awakened]" (HPC 4.737t1).~' Later in the nearise, Chinul 
also states: "Practitioners in our time, in their attempt to resolve doubts, work 
vainly on the former [the direct involvement with meaning] and have yet to 
practice the latter [the direct involvement with word]" (HPC 4.737a). The 
Three Mysterious Gates is believed to have first been proposed by Chinese 
Zen master Linji (?-867). The Three Mysterious Gates contain the threefold 
mystery: Mystery in the Essence (K. cl? 'ejztnghj>dn; C. tizhongszran), Mystery 
in Words (K. kzdzrnghj~dn: C ,  jzr=hong.~zian), and Mystery in the Mystery (K. 
hj.o'njzrngliyo'r~; C. sz/at7zl?otigszlail). The context in the Treatise indicates that 
Chinul urges practitioners to practice the live word, not the dead word, and to 
get involved with word, not with meaning so that one can embody the Mys- 
tery in the Mystery. What is not clear is exactly "what" these categories-the 
live word over the dead word, the direct involvement with word over with 
meaning, and the Mystery in the Mystery-denote. and "why" the first 
category in the first two groups and the Mystery in the Mystery is preferable 
to the rest in one's practice of Zen Buddhism. 

Frustrations the readers of the Trecrtise have to deal with in their attempts to 
understand these three groups are related to the perennial Zen problem: Chi- 
nu1 never clearly defines exactly what each set represents. The only places in 
which one gets a gli~npse of the possible meaning of these terminologies turn 
out to be less than satisfactory in helping us to understand them. Consider 
the following passage. Chinul states: "The Zen practitioner with unbounded 
capacity, in practicing the hzratozr and learning its clandestine meaning, does 
not fall into the ten diseases of speculative i~nderstanding; . . . Shaking the 
foundation all of a sudden. the realm of reality will emerge in lucidity, as un- 
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impeded virtue becomes clear by itself' (HPC 4.733 c). Or, "One by one, free 
yourself from them [the ten diseases] and further free yourself from even the 
idea of whether or not you've freed yourself, or whether or not you are under 
the influence of the ten diseases. All of a sudden the flavorless and groundless 
hzlatozl will explode as if shaking the earth, then the realm of reality of the 
One Mind will illuminate itself' (HPC 4.735 a). 

Despite the frustration arising out of the difficulty in systematically inter- 
preting Chinul's three paradigms, one should resist a temptation to transform 
the frustration into its opposite and makes a claim for Zen romanticism, Zen 
mannerism, or Zen naturalism. We will not go into detailed discussion of the 
tendencies I have identified here as Zen romanticism, Zen mannerism. and 
Zen naturalism. To give them a rather rough definition, Zen romanticism is 
a tendency to explain away the herrneneutic difficulty involved in Zen lit- 
erature with a claim that Zen does not rely on language, so by getting rid of 
language-hence no clear definition of terms employed in Zen literature-one 
will nattiral/~; understand the teaching of Zen Buddhism. Zen naturalism takes 
a similar path by further emphasizing that Zen considers theorization as an ar- 
tificial creation by humans; by removing theorization, one will 11atural(1: reach 
the teaching of Zen Buddhism. Zen mannerism combines the above two, and 
would consider even such attempts themselves to contradict the gist of Zen 
teaching which Zen mannerism claims to be "let-it-happen" or "just-do-it." 

Consolidation of the three tendencies creates what John R. McRae dubbes 
as the "Zen of Anything," a Zen genre which he explains as "the inevitable 
side-effect of D. T. Suzuki's missionary success" in Western B u d d h i ~ m . ~ ~  This 
Zen of Anything contends that "Zen is simply an attitude of undistracted con- 
centration that can be applied to any human endeavor,"" and thus by getting 
rid of whatever is considered to be an obstacle to achieve one's goal-most of 
the time the victims in such a sweepstake are language, thinking, and theoriza- 
tion-ne will find a way to accomplish the goal in an authentic way. 

Instead of entertaining such an idea, we should consider the possibility 
that the reluctance or in~possibility of offering a definite description of the 
live word or the involvement with word can be read as a message of its 
own. This applies as much to Chinul's Treatise as it does to many other 
Zen Buddhist literature. The radically open invitation to interpretation in 
Zen literature cannot be an attempt to negate language or theory. Like the 
Buddha's undeclared thesis, which resists classification and representation 
of the existing logic. Chinul's live word and the involvement with the word 
is another occasion of speaking out silence, carrying the philosophical spirit 
of acting out the limits of the existing mode of thinking. The Buddha's 
undeclared thesis was one of such incidents, as was the alternate use of ne- 
gation and affirmation in the Prujfiipiiramiti literature and to some degree 
Heidegger's discussion of the nothing. 



Let us then try to unpack the meaning of the three paradigms Chinul em- 
ploys in his exposition of huatozt meditation. We will begin with the Three 
Mysterious Gates since, compared to the other two paradigms, the threefold 
mystery is relatively well-described in the text. Chinul presents the Three 
Mysterious Gates as a step-by-step measure, the higher stage ameliorating the 
problems in the lower stages. Whether this actually involves the gradualism 
in a physical clock time or whether Chinul employed them as hermeneutically 
gradual is still debatable. 

In the first stage, which is named the Mystery in the Essence, one realizes 
the ultimate reality on the level of noumenon. This stage is more or less 
equivalent to the unobstructed interpenetration of phenomena in Huayan 
Buddhism. In the second stage of the Mystery in Words, the first stage 
of the Mystery in the Essence beconles a target of criticism, primarily 
because the realization in the first stage is considered to have been attained 
only on a theoretical level. This is also relevant with Chinul's argument 
as to the sameness and differences between Huayan and Zen schools. The 
unobstructed interpenetration of phenomena, which Huayan Buddhism 
projects as the ultimate reality. is itself "mystery" (K. hyo'n; C. szran) in 
the sense that the vision violates the common sense logic. However, since 
the mystery here is presented through theorization, Chinul considers that 
this theorization is inevitably subject to subjectivity in the process of 
the subject's assessment of the vision, which undermines the subject's 
understanding of the content of the mystery. Hence. the second stage of 
the Mystery in Words. For the examples of this second stage. Chinul uses 
well-known hzrutous, or "critical phrases," including "A dog does not have 
the Buddha nature," "A dried shit stick," or "Three pounds of flax." With 
these hzratozls, the subject faces a situation in which the common sense logic 
goes bankrupt and language is used against itself. In the process of this 
experience, the subject becomes deprived of the room to entertain its own 
subjective interpretation. We will come back to the issue of why the critical 
phrases of htrato~i facilitate such an experience in the subject. Chinul 
maintains that the subject's overcoming of subjectivity in the second stage 
of the Mystery in Words is not sufficient for the final enlightenment, and 
his reason for this is noteworthy. In the second stage, the very idea of one's 
being free from the fetters of subjectivity will in turn become an obstacle 
and constrain one's freedom. The subject, thus, must go through one more 
step, the Mystery in the Mystery, in which slhe shakes off the very idea that 
slhe has dismantled all the limitations imposed on herlhimself. 

Each of the three stages is a step that the subject needs to overcome in or- 
der to move on to the next stage. The threefold mystery, however. could have 
four, five, six, or any number of stages in the sense that each new stage points 
out the limits of the previous stage. That is not because the previous stage 
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contains a default as it is, but because in the process of the subject's digestion 
of the message, the subject subjectifies the message. The subject creates a gap 
between the original message and the one slhe internalized. In that manner, 
the process generates constraints on the subject. The process of delimiting 
the existing mode of thinking itself, then, should be one major activity of this 
paradigm of the threefold mystery. 

To further clarify what we have discussed so far, let us incorporate the 
other two paradigms into the discussion of the Three Mysterious Gates. By 
putting them together. we can create three mixed groups: the first group in- 
cludes the dead word and the Mystery in the Essence pair; the second group, 
the involvement with meaning and the Mystery in Words pair; and the third 
group includes the live word, involvement with word, and the Mystery in the 
Mystery. Below are examples Chinul employed to explain each group, which 
I identify by number: 

(1) If one thought does not arise, that is called the Buddha. (HPC 4.734 b)  
( 2 )  "The oak tree in the garden."jh 
(3) Master Shuiliao asked Mazu, while they were out gathering rattan: 
"What does it meall that Patriarch Bodhidharma came from the west?" 
"Corne close, I'll let you know," Mazu replied. 
As soon as Shuiliao approached him, Mazu kicked him in the chest, knocking 

him to the ground. Shuiliao picked hirnself up without being aware of it, and 
burst into a big laugh, clapping his hands. 

"What did you learn that makes you laugh like that?" Mazu asked. 
"A hundred thousand teachings on dharma, countless lnysterious meanings, 

all are understood to the core at the tip of one hair," Shuiliao said. Mazu sud- 
denly didn't care about him. (HPC 4.735 b) 

The first quotation provides a theoretical rendering of Buddhist doctrine, 
especially of the unimpeded interpenetration of Huayan Buddhism. Compared 
to the first quotation. the second passage, which is one of the well-known 
gorig'ans, uses terse language and opaque logic. The entire dialogue goes 
as follows: "A monk asked Zhaozhou: 'What is the meaning of the First 
Patriarch's corning from the West?' 'The oak tree in the garden', Zhaozhou 
replied." The student in the third passage asks: "What does it mean that 
Patriarch Bodhidharn~a came from the West?" This time the answer Shuiliao 
received from Mazu was neither a logical explanation nor a mysterious 
response. He was kicked by Shuiliao and the story presents it as a moment 
of enlightenment. Gestures like shouting, silencing, and striking are given as 
examples of the Mystery in the Mystery. 

Having presented the Mazu episode, Chinul observes: "How is it possible 
that Shuiliao understands a hundred thousand teachings on dliarma and 
countless mysterious meanings to the core by being kicked by Mazu? The 



episode clearly expresses that, for those u.it11 the ability to encornpass the 
Zen approach, entering into awakening has nothing to do with the Sudden 
school's method, which insists on cutting off language to create the state of 
leaving thought behind" (HPC 4.735 b).-" The implication is that "at the final 
stage of enlightenment one does not need many words," not that one should 
not use language at all (HPC 4.735 c). 

In respect to the function of language, in the transformation from the first 
to the third stage of non-linguistic gesture, two aspects are noteworthy. The 
first is a movement from a theoretical rendering (a neutral expression) to 
performance (which is wholly coiltext bound). The second is a movement 
from prosaic expression to poetization. As the narrative style changes 
from prosaic philosophical discourse to poetization pregnant with literary 
imagination, the relationship between the subject and language also changes. 
In theoretical renderings such as "one phrase is so clear that it encompasses 
all the phenomena in the world" (HPC 4.733 a). the gap between the subject 
and object as well as between the reader and linguistic expression is clear. 
Applying the idea to religious practice, we find that theoretical renderings 
provide the goal (or the enlightened state) at which the practitioner is 
aiming to arrive. The goal. however, is described without concern for the 
practitioner's existential reality. Kor does the phrase provide any means for 
the practitioner to achieve this goal. This is n h y  Chinul emphasizes several 
times in his Treatise that Buddhist teachings other than hzratozr meditation 
express the goal to be achieved and describe it from the perspective of those 
who have already attained enlightenment. 

Chinul criticizes passages like "In this endless world, between me and others, 
there is no gap even as infinitesimal as the thinness of a hair" (HPC 4.733 a) 
as an example of the dead word because "they create in the practitioner's mind 
barriers derived from understanding" (HPC 4.733 a). In opposition to the dead 
word, Chinul makes this observation about the live word; 

Considered in terms of the short-cut approach [of hliatou meditation], when 
one experiences in person the esoteric transmission, the experience takes place 
at the point when one frees oneself from the influence of linguistic expressions 
and interpretations as well as from what slhe has heard and been thinking. If 
even such a great theory as the unimpeded dependent co-arising of the realm of 
reality risks the danger of becoming an obstacle due to the limitations of one's 
interpretation, unless one was born with a great capacity equipped with great 
wisdom, how could one clearly ~~nderstand it and make it his/her own?" (HPC 
4.733 b). 

Once again we encounter the issue of subjectivity. From the perspective 
of Chinul's Zen Buddhism, the subject's desire and capability to create a 
harmonized and understandable interpretatio~l of the world around the subject 
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and of others creates, ironically, a gap between the subject and the outside 
world. Incomplete knowledge of the object in the subject's mental picture of 
the world and subsequent distortions regarding the nature of the object are 
the inevitable consequences of the subject-object dualistic paradigm. The 
subject is "not" tlie object, and thus cannot have the perfect knowledge of 
the object. The seeming harmony that the subject believes to have achieved 
in the process of the subject's acquaintance with the reality of the object is 
reconciliation at best, and the reconciliation was attained from the position of 
the subject. At worst, it is violence that the subject exercises on the object in 
order to place the object within the perimeter of the subject's thought system 
so that the outside world stops being a threat to the subject by remaining in 
the realm of tlie unknown. 

When Zen Buddhism constantly criticizes language and theorization, it 
is because they are the very tools for the subject to carry out this process 
of domesticating the outside world and tailoring it according to tlie mode 
of thinking most familiar to the subject. What we call self-knowledge goes 
through the same process of the subject's taming of the object. In this case 
the subject would put herlhimself in the position of the object, which makes 
the entire process an oxymoron. The Ten Zen Diseases, with which Chinul 
opened his Penfise. can be understood as ten philosophical items that the 
subject employs in the process of the subject's efforts to realign outside real- 
ity with the subject's established mode of thinking. When Chinul states that 
the practitioner's desire to obtain enlightenment is the cause of the Ten Zen 
Diseases, Cliinul's logic reflects our discussion. 

The hz/atou meditation, especially the live word and the direct involvement 
with word are tools to readjust the subject-object relationship so that it acts 
out the Buddha's silence, or the middle path, or the non-substantial identity. 
The nature of non-substantial identity is such that it demands a radical change 
in the subject-object relationship. We will at this point describe the new sub- 
ject-object relationship Chinul tries to facilitate through the three paradigms 
as emerging in the art of interrogation. 

4. Huatozc Meditation and the Art  ofInterrogation 

Zen encounter dialogue, or gol~g 'an practice, is characterized by a gap 
bet~veen the question asked by students and the answer given by Zen masters. 
Students pose a query about the nature of Buddhism or of Zen practice, 
and Zen lnasters respond to the query with undecipherable answers. which 
usually leaves sh~dents in a state of bewilderment. Readers in our time 
might understand this situation in such a way that they might wonder why 
ancient Zen lnasters were so unwilling to share their knowledge with their 
students. However, we should understand this reluctance of Zen masters in 



the context of the silence of the Buddha. Consider Zhaozhou's ~vzr htratou, 
one of the most well known gong'nn cases. A student asked whether a dog 
has the Buddha-nature, and Zhaozhou is recorded to have answered with 
"wu" (literally no, or nothing). If we take the answer literally. there are only 
a limited number of interpretations that can be drawn from this answer: (1) 
No, the dog does not have the Buddha nature; (2) no, I do not know; (3) no, it 
is none of your concern. The practitioner eventually arrives at a dead-end, the 
point where possible answers are exhausted. Wither does this exhaustibility 
and exhaustion of the answer lead the questioner? 

When a question is answered. the question ceases to be a question and turns 
into a statement. When a question "What is 'A'?" is posed, "A" is in an open 
state. The moment this "A" is answered, "A" is no longer "A," but the "A," 
as defined by the subject. To ask "what is . . . ?" is to ask about the essence of 
that which is being asked about. The question demands definition, distinction, 
and naming. By asking about what is asked and expecting a logical answer, 
the person who asks the question tries to determine the identity of the object 
of questioning. This determination. or meaning-giving act, of the subject, by 
its own nature. limits what is deterniined and thus leaves some parts out. This 
process of self-delimiting of linguistic practice does not limit itself to our use 
of language but creates a boundary of one's mode of thinking. By creating a 
gap between questions and ansn,ers, and thus producing a state in which no 
definite answer resolves the tension between the question, the answer, and 
the questioning subject's desire to control the relationship between the two, 
hzratozr practice challenges the existing mode of thinking of the questioning 
subject. Until the questioning mode inquiring "what is it?" is challenged and 
broken down, until the subjugation of the other by the questioning subject 
through the subjectified vision of others is itself put into question, until what 
is asked about exposes itself, instead of being defined by the questioning 
subject, the discrepancy between the question and the answer in hz4atotr 
remains wide open. 

As the range of possible answers to a given question becomes exhausted, 
the separation between the subject who asks the questions and answers which 
are conventionally controlled by the speaking subject begins to be blurred. 
Zen Buddhist scholar Heinrich Dumoillin suggests that, in order to solve 
the seeming riddle involved in gong'al? meditation, the practitioner should 
"become one with the koan [gong'an]." so that s/he "will so completely 
appropriate it that it no longer stands as a separate object."lx To identify 
the golig'an with oneself is to change the direction of questioning activity. 
The subject's inquiry in this case no longer heads to~vard the external object 
but becomes internalized, and the nature of the inquiry changes from the 
investigation of the identity of the object in question to the existential 
reality of the questioner. This transfor~nation of a ling~iistic question into 
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an ontological one in the process of hzlatou meditation can be explained 
through the art of interrogation. The transition from the hermeneutical to the 
existential, from linguistic to ontological, and from Huayan to Huatou, which 
can also be identified in Chinul as that from the dead word to the live word 
and from the involvement with meaning to involvement with word, takes 
place through the act of questioning. Huatou meditation, in this sense, is 
sometimes translated as "questioning med i t a t i~n . "~~  

Through his silence, the Buddha demonstrated his disapproval of the 
presuppositions based on which his interlocutors posed their questions. The 
gong'an encounter dialogue functions through a similar synergy. Responses 
from Zen masters are considered non-sensical because they fail to comply 
with the presuppositions within whose boundary questioners formulated their 
inquiries. Both the silence of the Buddha and gong'an encounter dialogues 
fbnction at the borderline of communicative presuppositions. In both cases, 
the rigid borderline that encapsules the identity of participating elements be- 
comes loosened, as each side of the border retreats and advances at the same 
time through intermingling of different identities, and a communal space 
emerges through inter-subsumption of participating identities. This space is 
the locus in which interrogation takes place. The image reflects the herme- 
neutical circle, in which meaning looms through the interactive functioning 
of the constituents of the hermeneutic circle. 

What does an act of interrogation entail? The interrogative mode in 
our linguistic practice does not mean a mere syntactic change from the 
declarative mode. When a mode of narrative changes from the declarative 
to the interrogative, the speaking subject's relation to the addressed object 
changes as well. When a question "What time is it?" arises in the mind 
of the questioner, it opens up a space which connects the subject with the 
object of the inquiry. In our daily conversation, the created space is quickly 
closed out with the responding statement: "It is eight thirty." However. 
this is not necessarily an indication that there are specific questions that 
raise a philosophical inquiry as opposed to a question exclusively limiting 
itself to a matter-of-fact of life. The division between philosophy and non- 
philosophy does not lie in the object being investigated but in the mode of 
investigation. Such a seemingly simple question as, "What time is it?", also 
opens up a space between a being and the world and installs the questioner 
in the milieu of others, thus initiating its relationship with them. This is 
because when a question arises in the mind of the questioner, the questioner 
is already opening herselflhin~self to the world outside herlhis existence. 
With the question, "What time is it?" the questioner exposes herself1 him- 
self to the temporal provisions of herlhis existence. During the brief mo- 
ment between the time when the question is posed and an answer is given, 
the subject floats in the realm of uncertainty and its identity lingers on the 



border between the subject and the objective world. In daily routines, the 
opening created through questioning is immediately closed up as the subject 
attains an answer that fits in with the logic of the subject. In case ofgong 'an 
meditation, since the answer fails to be part of the subject's existing logic, 
the gap created by the question (or Zen Master's answers) becomes wid- 
ened, until there einerges a radical readjustment between the subject and 
the object. There are, then, at least two kinds of questions: the question as a 
temporary absence of signification and the question as an exposure of one's 
relationship with others. 

French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty explains the art of inter- 
rogation as a chiasmic movement. When one interrogates things, between 
the interrogator and the interrogated there arises a relationship similar to 
the two lines in the Greek letter "chi" ("X"). The interrogator in this rela- 
tionship cannot have any privilege over the interrogated. Nor is the inter- 
rogated an "empty thing" waiting to be filled by the desire, intention, and 
meaning provided by the interrogator. Instead, their relationship is totally 
mutual; there is a "crisscrossing" or "intert~vining" of the two. Merleau- 
Ponty elaborates this concept in terms of the chiasin of visibility. Accord- 
ing to Merleau-Ponty, the conventional understanding that "my eyes" see 
"things7' explains only half of the phenomena of visibility. When one sees 
things, one inscribes one's vision ainong the visible and this inscription is 
already a reaction to the visible. The seer then not only sees the visible, 
but at the same time is being seen by the visible. The reciprocal activity 
between the seer and the seen. and the dual function of the subject and 
the object, preclude the substantialist attempt to define the relationship as 
one over the other. Hence Merleau-Ponty writes: "the seer and the visible 
reciprocate one another and we no longer know which sees and which is 
seen."50 This chiasmic visibility represents the synergy through which 
philosophical interrogation functions. Philosophical interrogation cannot 
be the kind of question that passively waits to be filled in by ready-made 
answers. When a question is raised, betneen the questioner and the ques- 
tion itself there emerges a relationship similar to the seer and the visible in 
visibility. The dissonance and disturbance within the questioner designates 
a gap between the two and leads him to the "openness upon the world" 
(oz~vertzlre azl nzonde). 

In this context, Merleau-Ponty offers a view of language that is comparable 
to Chinul's paradigm of the live and the dead words. According to Merleau- 
Ponty, when philosophy turns the doubts and anxiety of the interrogative into 
the certitude and security of the declarative, it also deprives language of its 
relation with the world. As signification is sedimented and institutionalized 
through the advocate of the essence within and without, the language em- 
ployed becomes suffocated. Merleau-Ponty calls this "sedimented language" 
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(le Iangageparle'). The sedimented language effaces itself in order to yield its 
meaning.5' As opposed to the death or near-death of language in "sedimented 
language," "speech" (le lungage parlant) for Merleau-Ponty is language 
"which creates itself in its expressive acts. which sweeps me on from the 
signs toward meaning."i2 

Sedimented language consists of "the stock of accepted relations between 
signs and familiar ~ignification."~' Like the kind of philosophy which con- 
fines the being and the world within the realm of the known through the 
institutionalization of thought process. sedimented language limits one's 
experience to ready-made expressions. The dream of sedimented language is 
the dream of the objective science of language. Unlike sedirnented language, 
speaking language (or speech) creates a secret meaning out of already exist- 
ing signs and signification. "Speaking language" does so by listening to the 
voice of "silence" or "indirect language." The silence of the Buddha did not 
remain in the realm of silence. As much as his silence was an indirect commu- 
nication of his position regarding the presuppositions of his i~lquisitors, the 
Buddha eventually came to turn his silence into an explicit message through 
his doctrine of the middle path. Merleau-Ponty's "speaking language" is the 
mode that takes place when the rebellious silence encompassing and ap- 
propriating the silenced voice turns into articulation. The indirect language, 
Merleau-Ponty contends, connects language to "the mute things it interpel- 
lates and those it sends before itself and which make up the world of things 
said."'-' This is a process in which the subjective and objective worlds come 
to subsume each other. 

Like Merleau-Ponty's sedimented language, Chinul's dead word subju- 
gates itself to a sign-system. As opposed to the dead word, the live word 
L 

becomes the mediator between the practitioner and his original state of the 
mind. Like Merleau-Ponty's speech (or speaking language), the live word 
realizes the philosopher's attempt to communicate the muteness of beings, 
the silence of original nature, which is articulated through the silence of the 
Buddha and that of Vimalakirti. 

By employing two levels of language, both Merleau-Ponty and Chinul at- 
tempt to resolve the difficulty of initiating a transition from a substantialist 
to a non-substantialist vision of being and the world. This transition is based 
on the philosophical underpinning that an entity is not a self-sustaining unit 
with identifiable essence or substance, but a being which is always already in 
communication with others. From the Zen Buddhist perspective, this mutual 
subscription of the self and others is the original nature of a being. When 
the subject fails to see this mutuality, the inevitable result is a promotion of 
subjectivity, which brings about the reification of a provisional perspective of 
the subject. Chilli11 specifically explains this point by citing a passage from 
the A~.akening qfFaith (Dasheng qivin Itln): 



Though all dha~r?zas are spoken of, there is neither speaking subject nor spoken 
object: also, though all dharmas are thought of, there is neither thinking subject 
nor thought object. If one comes to understand this, that is called, "to understand 
the principle" (K. susztn). If one enables to make oneself free from thought in 
one's thinking, that is called "to enter into enlightenment." (HPC 4.734a-b)" 

Having cited this passage, Chinul comments that a ~ e r b a l  statement as this 
is aimed for those who have already freed themselves and thus are in the state 
of freedom. The purpose of hzlatoz/ meditation is to get the practitioner into this 
state. Chinul's Treati~e, hence, clarifies hou the radical change in the subject's 
relation to the object will facilitate the way to freedom by elaborating on the 
three paradigms r e l e ~  ant to the practice of h~rntozr meditation. 



Chapter  Five 

Thinking and Violence: 
Zen Hermeneutics 

Two themes seem to appear repeatedly in Zen Buddhist discourse: language 
and violence. The former is okerly explicit throughout the history of Zen 
Buddhism and has played a significant role in the constn~ction of Zeri iden- 
tity, whereas the latter seeins hidden and has failed to attract the attention of 
Zen scholarship despite the fact that the narrative of violence dominates the 
literature of Zen Buddhism. No-killing (and hence non-violence) is the first 
precept for both lay and ordained Buddhist practitioners. It is also one of the 
commonly shared features across different Buddhist schools. How then does 
the Zen discourse of violence fit into the context of Buddhism? Is this via- 
lence rhetorical, symbolic, or empirical? 

Here are some well-known examples from the Zen Buddhist tradition. 
Legend has it that Bodhidharma, the alleged founder of Zen Buddhism, once 
dozed off during his meditation. He was so upset that he cut off his eyelids so 
that it would not happen again. The portraits of Bodhidhanna describe him with 
big eyes without eyelids. In the conventional interpretation, the physical vio- 
lence in this episode has been symbolically translated, and thus, the story serves 
as a model for the rigorous meditation practice of the alleged founder of the 
school. A similar case occurs in the story of Huike, the retroactively appointed 
Second Patriarch of Zen school. In an effort to demonstrate his resolution to 
receive the teachings from Bodhidhama, the future Second Patriarch of Zen 
Buddhism cut off his left am: and presented it to Bodhidhama. The Pansmis- 
sion of the Lanip (Chzmnden~g lu) records the incident as follows: 

The Master said. "The supreme, i~nequalled. spiritual Way of the Buddhas is ac- 
cessible only after vast eons of striving to ot erconie the impossible and to bear 
the unbearable. How could a Inan of small virtue, little wisdom. slight interest, 
and slow mind attain the Tnle Vehicle'? Striving for it would be vain effort." 



After listening to this exhortation from the master. Shen Kuang [later re- 
named Huike by Bodhidhanna] took a sharp knife and cut off his oJvn left arm, 
placing it it1 front of the Master. 

Realizing that he was a good 1,essel for the Dhanna, the Master said, "All 
Buddhas in search of the Way have begun by ignoring their bodies for the sake 
of the Dharma. Now you have cut off your arm in front of me. You may have 
the right disposition."' 

Bodhidharma's co~nplementary statement on Huike's determination for 
dharma training in the story explicitly symbolizes and dilutes the intensity of 
the physical violence involved in this episode. An episode from the PIatform 
Szitra of the Sixth Patriarch (Lizlzi taujing) also reports another instance of 
violence. Immediately after Huineng was appointed as the Sixth Patriarch, 
the Fifth Patriarch Hongren advises him to lun axyay under cover of darkness, 
worried that the monastic comn~unity might not accept the authenticity of 
the newly appointed patriarch and harm him. Violence in this case is not yet 
committed but impending. Another story details one of the most exciting 
versions of violence in Zen literature: the well-known gong'a~i encounter 
dialogue titled "Nanquan Cuts the Cat in Two." In this episode, Zen Master 
Nanquan kills a cat in front of a group of monks. We will examine this story 
in detail shortly. An equally sophisticated rhetoric of violence is found in the 
well-known passage by Zen Master Linji (?-866). who lvas recorded to have 
advised his students: 

Followers of the Way, if you want to get the kind of understanding that accords 
~v i th  the Dharma, never be misled by others. Whether you're facing inward or 
facing outward. whatever you meet up with. just kill it! If you meet a Buddha, 
kill the Buddha. If you meet a patriarch, kill the patriarch. If you meet an arhat, 
kill the arhat. If you meet your parents, kill your parents. If you meet your 
kinfolk, kill your kinfolk. Then, for the first t i ~ n e  you bill  gain emancipation, 
will not be entangled with things, will pass freely any~vhere you wish to go."' 

In an attempt to mitigate the shock caused by the violence involved in 
this passage, the English translator Burton Watson added a footnote to this 
passage: "All this talk of killing is of course intended merely to warn students 
not to be led astray by external goals or consideratlons, though the violence 
of Lin-chi's language has often shocked readers."j A somewhat moderate 
version of violence is also found ill another gong'an encounter dialogue, 
in which a Zen master cuts off a finger of a boy apprentice, through which 
the boy allegedly attains enlightenment. Case number three, "Judi Raises a 
Finger" in The Gateless Gate (Wlrn~el~ gzran) records the story as follows: 

Whene1,er Master Judi was questioneci. he ~r.ould just raise a finger. Later a senant 
boy would also raise a finger when outsiders asked him what the master taught. 



When Judi heard of this. he cut off the boy's finger with a knife. 
The boy ran out screaming in pain. but Judi called him back. When the boy 

turned his head, Judi raised a finger. Suddenly the boy attained enlightenment. 
When Judi was about to die. lie said to a group. "I attained my teacher 

Tianlong's one-finger Zen. and have used it all my life without exhausting it." 
So saying. he passed away.j 

Here we have an odd collection of images of Zen masters in classical Zen 
Buddhist texts: a picture of the founder of the school who cut off his eyelids 
upset by his own physical reality: the second patriarch of the school volun- 
tarily slicing off his arm in an attempt to get recognition from his teacher; 
another patriarch running away from impending violence from the monastic 
community; a Zen master exhorting his students to kill the founder and teach- 
ers of Zen Buddhism; another Zen master murdering a cat, and yet another 
Zen master chopping off a poor apprentice's finger: the episodes of violence 
continue in Zen literature. 

Recent Buddhist scholarship in the West brings our attention to yet another 
type of violence. Japanese Zen Buddhism's support for nationalism and im- 
perialism during the first half of the twentieth century and its employment of 
Zen doctrine to exhort the military action during the Second World War raise 
the question as to the ethos of Zen Buddhism. This scholarship challenges the 
conventional interpretation of Zen enlightenment. Zen discourse, and its his- 
tory, and asks whether ethics is conceivable in the context of Zen Buddhism. 
This research adds to the complexity in our consideration of the meaning and 
function of violence in Zen literature. 

Religion and violence is not a theme that is found exclusively in Zen Bud- 
dhist tradition, nor did the problern of violence in Zen Buddhist tradition begin 
with Japanese Zen Buddhism's involvement with military operations during the 
Second World War. Violence and voluntary suffering constitute elements that are 
found at the heart of most of religious traditions as one notes in sacrificial rihlals 
involving the killing of animals, ascetic practice mortifying one's body, and mar- 
tyrdom, not to mention wars waged in the name of religion. In Buddhist tradition 
as well. a connection between violence and religion has been on the horizon, 
even though it has not always attracted due attention from Buddhist scholars. 

Some popular assumptions about the identity of Zen Buddhism make the 
pairing of Zen and violence an odd couple on several different levels. First of 
all. Buddhism has been known as a religion of non-violence, its first precept 
being no-killing. Secondly, Zen Buddhism's radical challenge to the status 
quo and any forms of authority in its search for freedom has generated a 
tendency to make it a default character of Zen Buddhism that Zen is against 
violence. Thirdly, Zen emphasis on meditation gives the tradition an image 
that Zen is about peace and harmony and devoid of the conflicts that charac- 
terize the life-world. 
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With these preliminary deliberations on Zen Buddhism and violence, one 
might want to dismiss the possibility that the Zen narrative of violence is in 
any way related to empirical violence. Some questions, however, still beg to 
be answered in this context. Supposing that the violence in Zen literature is 
only symbolic, how is this violence related to the Zen mode of thinking'? Was 
it necessary for the Zen tradition to consistently resort to the rhetoric of vio- 
lence?' How is the physical violence displayed in Zen literature interpreted 
in the context of the Buddha's rejection of ascetic self-mortification in prefer- 
ence of the middle path? Are there any suggestions that the symbolic violence 
can develop into a social and political one? If Zen Buddhism's involvement 
with violence on the institutional level, as claimed by some contemporary 
scholars of Japanese Buddhism, is not related to the traditional vision of Zen 
Buddhism, where do we find the source of the emergence of such violence? 
These questions suggest that a certain endeavor to untie the multi-layered 
meaning structure involved in Zen violence will be required in order to better 
understand Zen language and the Zen mode of thinking. To answer the ques- 
tions posed here, let us first analyze the symbolic function of Zen violence by 
taking the gong'an "Nanquan Cuts the Cat in Two" as a sample case. 

1. The One and the Truth 

The fourteenth episode in T12e Gateless Gate is entitled "Nanquan Cuts the 
Cat in T\vo." The story also appears in The Blue CliffReco~d (Bijun It/) as two 
cases. numbers sixty-three and sixty-four. Zen master Nailquan (748-834) 
was the teacher of Zhaozhou, a well-known figure in the Zen gong'an tradi- 
tion. Let us read the entire episode as told in The Gareless Gate and continue 
our discussion. 

Nanquan saw monks of the Eastern and Western halls quarreling over a cat He 
held up the cat and said, "If you can gix e an ansm er, leu 1% 111 saxe the cat If not, 
I mi11 kill it " No one could ansu er. and Uanquan cut the cat In tv,o 

That eLening when Zhaozhou returned from an outing. Nanquan told hlrn of 
the ~ncident, Zhaozhou took off hi5 sdndal(s). placed it (them) on h ~ s  head, and 
walked out "If you had been there, you could haxe sdxed the cat," Nanquan 
remarked 

To the first time reader of this gong 'an, the episode could be stunning. No- 
killing is the first Buddhist precept, and this episode depicts a Zen inaster kill- 
ing a cat in a Buddhist monastery in front of a group of monks. The extreme 
and unrealistic situation seems to confirm that the s toq should be read sym- 
bolically. What were the monks arguing about concerning the cat? The story 
does not provide that information. But the point came uhen the Zen master 
Nanquan felt that it was inevitable for him to inter~ene in this argument. He 
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grabbed the cat, held it up, and said to the monks that if anybody could say 
a smart word (or the truth), he would save the cat; otherwise, the cat would 
be dead. The monks were stunned. The life of the unfortunate cat depended 
on their words. Nobody dared to say anything. Without hesitation, Nanquan 
cut the cat in two. In the version from The Blue Cliff Record, case number 
sixty-three ends here, demonstrating that this portion can also serve as an 
independent go17g'a11. However, as the verse in The Blue Cliff Record sug- 
gests, Zhaozhou's reaction gives a final twist to the gong 'an. When Zhaozllou 
returned from the outing that evening, Nanquan told him what had happened 
during his absence. Zhaozhou's response to the story was as extraordinary as 
his behaviors in other gong'an episodes: he took off his sandallsandals made 
of grass, put itlthem on his head and walked away, and his teacher confirms 
that the gesture is a "correct" answer which would have saved the cat. 

As with any other gong 'ans, the reader of Nanquan's cat and Zhaozhou's 
sandal(s) remains perplexed. The killing of a cat was stunning, while Zhao- 
zhou's gesture was comic, and Nanquan's reaction to Zhaozhou mysterious. 
Still conf~lsed, we recap the entire story. and most likely, our thoughts stop 
to muse about the one word Nanquan demanded of the monks. What could 
be the one word that Nanquan demanded of the monks? If the monks did not 
know the answer, Zhaozhou must have known it, for that was what Nanquan 
indicated. But how could Zhaozhou possibly have saved the cat by carrying 
his sandal(s) on his head? At this point, we lose track of any clue that might 
have guided us further in our investigation of the word, the answer, the truth. 
which must be the very teaching of this gong 'an. Confused and feeling help- 
less, we naively fall for the well-known Zen cliche allegedly given by Bod- 
hidhanna. That is, Zen does not rely on words or language; it directly points 
to the mind to see the self nature and realize the Buddhahood; and thus any 
attempt to logically interpret Zen gong'an is a way to commit a cardinal sin. 

This option of falling for what Thomas Cleary calls the "irrationalist fal- 
lacy" has been overplayed during the course of the history of Zen Buddhism. 
The idea that one should not try to find a logical explanation about a gong'an 
encounter dialogue, and thus should not try to find a "correct" answer to 
gong'ans, has been used as a panacea for the difficulties one faces in un- 
derstanding Zen Buddhism. This tendency in Zen Buddhism claims that the 
mystery of the Zen gong'an, the weirdness of Zen masters' deportment. and 
their uncanny expressions, are not subject to our hermeneutic endeavors and 
sliould be accepted as they are without an interpretative medium because they 
are the signs of the enlightened mind. Surely, Zen masters' verbal expres- 
sions and bodily gestures nlust flow from their enlightened nature. However, 
practitioners who encounter them are still in the realm of the unenlightened 
world and need to decipher those signs in order to learn from Zen masters' 
teachings.' In that sense, hermeneutics is inevitably a part of Zen practice and 



Zen philosophy. However, hermeneutics in this context cannot be simply a 
search for "the" meaning of the Zen masters' deportment; it is a discourse that 
actively involves itself in the problematization of a certain mode of thinking. 
The hermeneutics of Zen Buddhism, then, bears a strong resemblance to the 
trend in recent Continental philosophy. Hermeneutics as a science of meaning 
production did not begin with a recent philosophical school in Continental 
philosophy but has a long history in the Talmudic tradition and Biblical ex- 
egesk8  However, a distinction can be made between the recent hermeneutical 
school and traditional hermeneutics in the sense that the latter's goal lies in 
finding the authentic meaning of religious texts whereas the fonner focuses 
on the process of meaning production. Furthermore, hermeneutics in recent 
Continental philosophy can be understood Lvithin a broader stream of contem- 
porary philosophical trends. in which the metaphysical tradition, especially 
with regard to its clear dualism of subject-object and the optimization of the 
rationalized subject's construction of the world and being, has been prob- 
lematized.Ven gong'al? encounter dialogues in this context provide a chal- 
lenging environment for hem~eneutics in Buddhism. 

Zen hermeneutics, especially in the context of gong'an meditation, is in- 
evitably connected with the Zen use of language. In discussing the function 
of language in Zen gong'an, W6nch'61 Yun and Inhae Kang identify it as 
subversive, liberating, spontaneous, and perfonnative.I0 They further state 
that Zen language can be i~nderstood in the context of Wittgensteinean lan- 
guage-game theory. That is, the Zen g o ~ g  'an produces meaning only when 
it is understood as a religious language-game specific to Zen Buddhism," 
which Yun and Kang characterize as anti-metaphysical and anti-intellectual. 
Yun and Kang quote a gong'an also related to Zhaozhou as an example of the 
anti-metaphysical nature of Zen gong 'an language: 

A monk asks Zhaozhou: "Ten thousand things return to one. To \\here does this 
one thing return?" 

Zhaozhou replies: "When I stayed in Qinzho~~. I made clothes, which weighed 
seven pounds."I2 

One cannot miss the similarity involved in the above gong'an and "Nan- 
quan Cuts the Cat in Two." Earlier we asked what the one word that Nanquan 
demanded of the monks might be. We also wondered how Zhaozhou's quix- 
otic behavior of putting his sandal(s) on his head could be a "correct" answer 
to Nanquan's question. What is the relationship between the question on the 
One ultimate reality, or the one word, and Zhaozhou's reactions in these two 
gong'ans? Yun and Kang interpret the above gong'm? as follows: "To the 
metaphysical question asking for the One as the ultimate reality, Zhaozhou 
responds with the totally anti-metaphysical language of evelyday communi- 
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cation, causing an embarrassment to the questioner. Since the world exists 
only as dynamics of relationship (E?rutTtij~asu~~zutpada) but not as a part of the 
ultimate reality which contains self-identity, a metaphysical question which 
presupposes the existence of the One needs to be deconstructed through an 
anti-intellectual answer."" In a similar manner, when asked by his master 
for the one ultimate word to save the cat, Zhaozhou responds with a gesture 
which is beyorid the normality of language, thus problematizing the issue of 
identifying the essence or the ultimate truth. 

If truth cannot be revealed by identifying and articulating the One ultimate 
reality, how is truth. even in an anti-metaphysical sense. to be understood? 
If truth does not lie in the one word, how does the truth occur? When truth 
is believed to be expressed in one urord. the one word-be it logos, essence. 
or Truth-is the locus of the t n ~ t h  one is looking for. However, Zhaozhou's 
clothes, which weighed seven pounds, or the sandal(s) that Zhaozhou put 
on his head itselflthemselves. islare not truth per se. How is the truth. which 
cannot be identified either linguistically or non-linguistically, encountered 
at all by practitio~iers of Zen Buddhism or philosophers in search of truth? 
This seems the point at which Zen Buddhist performative language meets the 
hermeneutics of Continental philosophy in its efforts to explain the anti-meta- 
physical nature of the hermeneutic meaning production. The lienneneutics I 
have in mind at this point is Heideggerian ontological hermeneutics. 

2. Truth and Subjectivity 

One of the concepts that Heidegger emphasized in the later years of his ca- 
reer with regard to our understanding of truth is the idea of aletheia as the 
emergence of truth, as opposed to the understanding of tnith as veritas. The 
i~~iderstanding of truth as veritns locates the essence of truth in the co~lfor- 
mity of mind with object. This "agreement or conformity of knowledge with 
fact" has long been understood as the reality of t r u t l ~ . ' ~  However. Heidegger 
contends that the concept of tntth as conformity between knowledge and fact 
solicits a question that has been blindly disregarded: that is, how does one 
obtain the facts which will lead one to truth'? If the constituent of truth lies 
in the agreement of knowledge with fact. how does one acquire knowledge 
that is required to reach a truth? In order to cam knowledge, relevant facts 
should be understood. But before truth is revealed, how is fact passed to 
the subject who will eventually go through the process of conformity with 
hislher knowledge and the fact'? The vision is tautological: in order to reach 
tntth. we need kno\vledge; in order to acquire knowledge, we need fact: in 
order to understand fact, we need knowledge; both knowledge and fact need 
to be truthful for a thought system to be valid. but at this point we have yet 
to acquire either knowledge, fact, or tntth. The problem we are encountering 
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here is similar to the one involved with one's attempt to overcome existential 
anxiety in a capitalist society. In order to get over the anxiety arising from the 
uncertainty of the world, one needs to exert one's power to control others so 
that one can create security-the security based on one's illusion of domes- 
ticated reality. However, the project should continue ad infinitum, because 
the subject's ownership of the outside world always falls short of the mastery 
of the outside world in its entirety. As long as the gap remains between the 
subject and the outside world, so does anxiety. By the same token, if the truth 
means conformity between fact and knowledge, as far as the fact remains as 
the reality outside of the thinking subject, and thus as an object to be under- 
stood by the subject, the gap between the fact and thinking subject remains 
open. Heidegger thus asks: "the fact must show itself to be fact if knowledge 
and the proposition that forms and expresses knowledge are to be able to con- 
fonn to the fact; othenvise the fact cannot become binding on the proposition. 
How can fact show itself if it cannot itself stand forth out of concealedness, 
if it does not itself stand in the unconcealed?"" 

In order to overcome the tautological circling among the three factors- 
fact, knowledge, and truth-, truth as veritas understands truth as being 
grounded on certainty and correctness. The beginning point of the searching 
for truth here is that there already should exist something that is grounded, the 
validity of which we do not ask. Truth as veritas has led philosophers to un- 
derstand Being as something that is already grounded. when the ground itself 
is questionable. This unquestioned grouilding of existence and truth has been 
the foundation of metaphysical thinking, be it the logos, the Idea, the Spirit. 
or the Cartesian Ego Cogito. This is the world of the One word in which 
Nanquan's students were trapped. This is the One word that Zhaozhou's 
questioner wanted to hear from Zen master Zhaozhou. 

Heidegger considered the task of thinking "at the end of philosophy7' as 
something similar to what Nanquan and Zhaozhou might have wanted to 
teach to their students who were eager to find the One word. Heidegger 
claims that the epoch in which philosophy finds security by grounding itself 
without foundation has come to an end. That such a metaphysical mode of 
philosophy has come to an end does not suggest that the task of thinking, 
which is the propeller of philosophy, has also reached an end. At this turning 
point of philosophy's understanding of its own function, Heidegger brings 
our attention to a new dimension of truth, which he defines as the taking place 
of truth, that is, aletheia. As opposed to truth as ~,eritas, in which the truth is 
acquired as a result of the coi~formity or correspondence between knowledge 
and fact, truth as a/etheia,-a Greek term, literally meaning "disclosed- 
nessn-envisions truth as something that is uilcovered, that which reveals 
itself. Heidegger further visualizes this taking-place of truth in the image of 
"the opening": "The quiet heart of the opening is the place of stillness from 



which alone the possibility of the belonging together of Being and thinking, 
that is, presence and perceiving, can arise at all."lh 

Philosophy, Heidegger contends, has been obsessed with the assumption 
that what is present is grounded and always present. This is an inevitable 
corollary of maintaining truth as the conformity between the knowledge 
and fact. Since grounding is a required element for truth, the conformity or 
identity of the Being and beings, thinking and truth, has been the foundation 
and justification of philosophers' search for truth. However, once we begin to 
question the ground of grounding the Being, essence, and the ultimate truth, 
we realize that the task of thinking is not to identify truth. Instead, its role is 
to remain on the horizon of a continuing quest for truth. This quiet opening is 
the space in which the individual's quest for truth is taking place. The taking 
place, or happening, of "belonging together of the Being and thinking" does 
not confirm the nature, or essence, of the Being or thinking; instead it only 
opens up the possibility in which philosophy can work on its own search for 
truth. Like Zen gong'an encounter dialogue, which introduces this interroga- 
tive mode of thinking through the gap between the question (e.g. "To where 
does the one thing return?") and the answer ("I made clothes, which weighted 
seven pounds."), Heideggerian hermeneutics places the questioner at the 
junction of the individual's quest for meaning and truth. 

Nanquan demanded one word of the monks in the hall. When the one word 
is understood as the unchanging prescriptive truth, as the monks did, one 
will fail to respond to Nanquan's demand: according to their presumption of 
prescriptive truth, who would be capable of expressing the ultimate truth in 
one word'? However, when truth is understood in a Heideggerian way, as un- 
concealed-ness, which emerges in the hermeneutical circle-the very space 
in which truth shall emerge-, the seeker of the truth becomes a part of the 
emergence of truth itself; the ultimate truth is no longer a complete form, or 
a coherent whole, standing out there as an object for the subject to grasp. Nor 
does the seeker of truth, in this case, stand as an observer of the truth, but slhe 
is a participant of the taking place of truth. Heidegger thus identifies the re- 
lationship between the Being and thinking, or philosophy and truth, in tenns 
of "belonging togetherness" but not in terms of "possession" or "ownership." 
This belonging togetherness of truth and being, the Being and thinking, and 
the Being and beings, has the color of the chiasmic movements of visibility 
in the Merleau-Pontean world. The subject and object belong together in the 
~nutual revelation with no final point of destination fixed. 

Only when truth is understood as an unchanging essence can one dream of 
"possessing" the truth. Understanding truth in tenns of ownership contains 
limits within its own structure and thus ironically reveals the impossibility 
of owning truth. If truth is something that can be owned, the owner of truth 
does not own the truth because the truth is the object of the subject who owns 
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it. The owner owns truth, but is not part of truth, and therefore is excluded 
from truth. Since one owns truth, one can employ it to exert its power over 
non-owners of truth. But in an ultimate sense. both owners and non-owners 
of truth are in the same state in that they are outside of truth. By replacing the 
idea of truth as vel.itas or the confornlity between knowledge and fact with 
the truth as aletheia or disclosure, Heidegger invites the subject to the realm 
of truth that is to take place according to the changing contexts of reality. 
Once one gives up the idea of owning the truth, thereby stopping the objecti- 
fication of truth, which is another way of putting linlits on truth, then the first 
way to approach truth becomes an opening up of one's subjectivity, which the 
monks at the Nanquan's monastery failed to realize. 

The idea of hermeneutics as a philosophy in which the interpreter shares 
the horizon of truth with the object of hisiher interpretation is also expressed 
in the understanding of hermeneutics as a philosophy that combines theory 
and praxis. Why did Nanquan's monks fail to react to their master's demand, 
even when they knew that their reaction was the only way to save the cat and 
help their master avoid committing the violation of the first precept of Bud- 
dhism and keep themselves from being accomplices in their master's com- 
mitting violence and the violation? The extreme situation symbolically dem- 
onstrates how far away the monks were from learning the teaching they were 
seeking. As one scholar suggests, it is not the cat but the monks and we, the 
readers of the gong'nn, who die when Nanqilan murders the cat as we fail to 
get the meaning of the gong'an.lq The impasse of the monks is the symptom 
of their attachment to the truth, and, at the same time. their alienation from 
tn~th .  To the mind of those monks, the one ultimate truth exists as an object 
to be obtained, an object which is a forlorn and untouchable reality, of which 
we are admirers and worshippers, but not participants. 

Paying special attention to the participatory elements in hermeneutical dis- 
course, Hosbng Kim identifies the shared realm of Buddhist philosophy and 
hermeneutics as self-philosophy (K. chu g i  ch 'drhak), in which philosophi- 
cal thinking and reading of a text contribute to an individual's looking into 
one's own reality.lWim calls this belonging together of an individual and 
the text, "the horizon of praxis" (K. silch 'dn chip I1;dtig). In self-philosophy, 
an individual acts out herihis hern~eneutical capacity in understanding and 
applying philosophical discourse to one's life. As Kim writes: "the pragmatic 
reading in which we [readers] actively interpret tests based on the context of 
our reality cannot help but introduce new self-philosophy all the time. . . . 
That is because all interpreters work on different horizons of praxis."19 Unlike 
the traditional approach to a text. in which "the" meaning of a text is fixed 
in the sense that a text delivers the intention of the author, hermeneutics as 
self-philosophy brings our attention to the fact that meaning of a text arises 
only when the reader of the text brings herihis experience into the reality of 
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the world presented by the text. In tliis sense, meaning production is always 
already an inter-textual endeavor. 

In self-philosophy, interpreters, thinkers, and readers actively involve 
themselves in the context of life where truth is being constantly encountered, 
instead of being discovered as a ready-made fact. Nanquan's monks failed to 
embody self-philosophy when they stood in the meditation hall as spectators 
of the cat's fate, waiting to recover a ready-made truth. They refused to see 
truth as part of their existence because truth to them should be the finality 
which is correct and complete. If hermeneutics is a science concerning the 
production of meaning. and the process of meaning production does not 
confine this procedure to a discovery of pre-existing and prescribed meaning 
within a text or a situation, a hermeneutical endeavor will have to open itself 
up to the "belonging togetherness" of tnlth and the seeker of the truth. 

The Heideggerian henneneutical circle in this context provides a paradigm 
that we can apply to the hermeneutics of Zen Buddhist gong 'an (con)texts. A 
go~ig'nn dialogue functions as gong'an only when it situates itself within its 
own context. When we separate sentences and expressions in a gong'an from 
their context, each sentence takes on a different meaning, as any linguistic 
expression does. The fact that Zhaozhou's clothes weighed seven pounds 
or that he placed his sandal(s) on his head is uncanny within the context of 
the gong'nn in which it occurs; however, its uncanniness would be lost if 
expressed in a different situation. Like in the hermeneutical circle, the situa- 
tion should be put into the opening in which the tripartite participants of the 
situation-that is, the gong'~7n episode, the being who asks the meaning of 
the gong'an, and truth-work together for the happening of truth of which 
all of them are part. 

3. Subjectivity Unbound and the Rhetoric of Violence 

Why did Nanquan's monks fail to react to their master's demand? We ex- 
plained that the failure was caused by their objectification of tn~ th .  But what 
are the actual ramifications of this idea that truth should be understood in 
terms of "belonging togetherness" instead of ownership? This question leads 
us to a double-binding or the two-fold existence that is found both in herme- 
neutics and Buddhist philosophy. 

Heidegger once traced the etyn~ological origin of "hernleneutics" to 
the Greek god Hermes. "Hermes is the divine messenger. He brings the 
message of destiny."'(' Hermes brings the message from Zeus to mortals. 
Hermeneutics for Heidegger brings out the message Hermes brought from 
the god, the message which "bring[s] out the Being of being." As Richard 
Palmer tells us, the importance of Hermes as the god of hermeneutics does 
not lie in the fact that he delivers the message from divinity, but in that 
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Hermes crosses different ontological thresholds-the thresholds between 
Zeus and humans and between the underworld and mortals. Hence, "limin- 
ality or marginality is his very essence."" The awareness of liminality or 
marginality in one's relation to the Being marks Heidegger's de-metaphysi- 
cal understanding of the Being and truth, which Heidegger defines as the 
task of fundamental ontology. Heidegger states that the emergence of the 
Being of beings in hermeneutics is no longer metaphysical, but it is "such 
that Being itself will shine out. Being itself .  . . the presence of present be- 
ings, the two-fold of the two in virtue of their simple oneness. This is what 
makes its claim on man, calling him to its essential being."" The Being 
and a being are not identical, neither are they completely separate. Dasein 
locates itself in the ontico-ontological difference, asking the meaning of its 
existence. Like Hermes, Dasein is a being which is fully aware of its own 
liminality as the basis of its existential ground. A being in Buddhism is also 
explained in its two-fold nature as explicated in the theory of the two-levels 
of truth by Nagarjuna: 

The Buddha's teaching of the Dhanna 15 based on t\\o truths A truth of 
worldly con! ention/ And an illtimate truth Those who do not understandl The 
distinction drawn behieen these t\\o truths Do not ~lnderstaild The Buddha's 
profound truth Without a foundation in the con\entional truth The signifi- 
cance of the ult~inate cannot be taught Without understanding the sigilificance 
of the ultimate, Liberat~on 1s not a c h ~ e ~ e d  '' 

As Nagarjuna expounds. the existential reality of a being from the Buddhist 
perspective is like a hinge which locates itself between the ultimate and con- 
ventional truths. A being on its phenomenal level is an individual who has a 
separate physical body and life. However, in its ultimate existential condition, 
a being cannot exist independently because it is always already a combination 
of different factors orchestrated together through multi-level causation. The 
double-seance of human existence or the non-duality of individual entity in 
the provisional level and non-substantial reality in the ultimate level cannot 
be realized until the individual, u ho is the Zen practitioner in Zen Buddhism, 
the reader of gong'an in Zen hermeneutics, and Dasein in Heidegger's ontol- 
ogy, realizes the fundamental link between the two. The two levels of truth 
are explained in the Heart Sz7fr.a through the identity and difference between 
form and emptiness. In Chinul, the idea appears as a relationship between the 
hermeneutical and the existential. The two levels of truth are a philosophical 
interpretation of what we characterized as a Buddhist narrative pattern of the 
simultaneous use of affirmation and negation. 

Nanquan's monks failed to see the oneness of this t~vofold vision. Asked 
by their master for the one kvord of illtiillate reality, the 11ionks had to fumble 
to objectify the ultimate level. the Being in Heidegger's terminology, into a 
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substantial entity existing beyond their own existence. As long as the ulti- 
mate reality is understood as separate from one's reality, it cannot escape the 
process of substantialization. which eventually will postulate the existence 
of the transcendental foundation. The transition from Nanquan's one word to 
Zhaozhou's sandals in the gong'an episode warns us of the pitfall that exists 
in playing with the one word when the idea of ultimate reality is not fully 
dispersed and disseminated. This is exactly the point Derrida asserts in his 
reading of Heidegger. To Derrida. "Heideggerian thought reinstates rather 
than destroys the instance of the logos and of the truth of being as 'primum 
sigiiatu~n'.' '?~ To Derrida, metaphysical thinking is already embedded in our 
linguistic structure. As far as one makes recourse to the Being, or essence, as 
the ground of being and its truth, one is already within the frame of metaphys- 
ics. By the same token, if the gor7g1an "Nanquan Cuts the Cat in Two" ends 
with Nanquan's killing of the cat. the gorig'an could be inteyreted as another 
occasion of reinstating the reality of the one word. Hence, Zen Master Dogen 
( 1  200- 1253) commented: ''If I had been Nan-cli'iian [Nanquan], I would have 
said: 'Even if you can speak, I will cut the cat, and even if you cannot speak. 
I will still cut it'.''?" 

What is intriguing in the reading of Zhaozhou and Dessida is the comic 
relief in their reaction to the metaphysical, and even tragic, development of 
a search for truth in Heidegger and among Nanquan's monks. Derrida's writ- 
ings, especially his early works, have the taste of Zen gong'ar?. The playful- 
ness of Derrida's works. like the seeming nonsense and absurdity of gong 'an 
episodes. brings us a comic relief which does not aim for innocent laughter. 
As Heidegger once said-ironic as it may sound to cite the passage in criti- 
cism of Hcidegger himself-this is a comic relief which is "a playful thinking 
that is more compelling than the rigor of science."?(l Seriousness of philoso- 
phy. as Derrida notes in his comments on Hegel, begins with philosophy's 
declaration of its separation from myth and its entering into the investigation 
of logos. 27 Once the status of logos is put into question, and the boundary 
between mythos and logos becomes blurred. the logic of philosophy reveals 
its own chasm. Our discussion of logos and mytlios in earlier chapter has 
much relevance here.28 

The coinic play of Derridean deconstruction shines clearly in his essay 
"Restitutions." The essay revolves around a correspondence between Meyer 
Schapiro and Martin Heidegger. The issue of the correspondence is the own- 
ership of the shoes in Van Gogh's painting: that is, to whom do the pair of 
shoes in Van Gogh's painting belong? What interests Dessida about this de- 
bate on the ownership of the shoes is the idea of pairing up the shoes. There 
are obviously two shoes in the painting, which we are ready to identify as a 
pair of shoes. most likely out of habit. But as Derrida claims, there is no rea- 
son that two single shoes put together should make a pair. From the beginning 



of "Restitutions," Derrida plays kvith and plays around the idea of pairing the 
shoes, and asks: what makes Heidegger and Schapiro so sure that the shoes 
in Van Gogh's painting are a "pair" of shoes'? There is no indication in Van 
Gogh's painting that the shoes are a "pair of shoes." However, Heidegger 
pairs them up without a suspicion and assumes that they belong to a peasant 
woman who would walk to the fields from early in the morning till late into 
night.29 One might wonder what is the significance of a pair or a non-pair 
of shoes in Van Gogh's painting to Derrida. Let us look into some details of 
the debate between Heidegger and Schapiro on Van Gogh's shoes, and then 
hopefully we will be able to see how Derrida's reading of their debate ap- 
proximates the message of Zhaozhou's sandal(s) on his head. 

A work of art to Heidegger is a locus in which "tnith is put into the work"30; 
it is the disclosure of the particular being in its being, and the happening of 
truth." Placing the origin of a work of art in the hermeneutic circle of art, a 
work of art, and artist, Heidegger meditates: 

What happens here'? What is at nork  in the lvork? Van Gogh's painting is the 
disclosure of what the equipment, the pair of peasant shoes, is in truth. This 
entity emerges into the unconcealedness of its being. The Greeks called the un- 
concealedness of beings nletheia . . . If there occurs in the work a disclosure of a 
particular being, a disclosing what and 110~. it is. then there is here an occurring, 
a happening of truth at u-ork." 

This is the instant in which Heidegger describes how truth reveals itself 
through the hermeneutical paradigm of letting it  happen as opposed to the 
metaphysical imposition of truth. However, Meyer Schapiro, an art historian, 
had a different idea. In an essay "The Still Life as a Personal Object: A Note 
on Heidegger and Van Gogh." Schapiro confronts Heidegger's view on Van 
Gogh's shoes. Schapiro claims that the pair of shoes in Van Gogh's painting 
does not belong to a peasant woman as Heidegger would like to believe, 
but to the artist himself who was, at the time he created the painting, a city 
dweller. Schapiro criticizes Heidegger for the imaginary projection of his 
own personal life onto Van Gogh's shoes and argues that Heidegger contra- 
dicted his own clailm about the beingness of the work of art by imposing his 
own subjective interpretation. The issue of this debate might sound odd for 
some readers. The point here h o ~ . e v e r  is not whether one would side with 
Heidegger or Schapiro, but that both Heidegger and Schapiro are determined 
to reveal the truth without relying on metaphysical underpinning. Schapiro's 
criticism of Heidegger is based on the fact that Heidegger projected his own 
subjectivity in his interpretation of the painting, and by so doing. violated his 
own presupposition of the emergence of truth ill the work of art. 

Using this debate between Heidegger and Schapiro as one motive for his 
essay on truth inland painting, Derrida brings our attention to the conditions 
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Heidegger and Schapiro established in order to bring forward their versions 
of "truth" in Van Gogh's painting. Heidegger had no doubt that the shoes in 
Van Gogh's painting are "a pair of shoes." Nor does Schapiro have any doubt 
that the shoes make a pair when he opposed Heidegger's claim that they be- 
long to a peasant woman. There is no indication in the title or in the painting 
itself that the shoes make a pair, and both Heidegger and Schapiro claim that 
they are a pair of shoes belonging either to a peasant woman or to Van Gogh 
himself. Pairing up the shoes, Derrida contends. reflects the desire to set up 
the subject. Without being appropriated as a pair, the shoes lose their utility 
f~~nc t ion  and thus their identity. Unpaired shoes will be abandoned without an 
owner. and without an owner, to whom the truth of the painting should return, 
there cannot be subjectivity. If subjectivity is the condition of the truth. such 
a truth cannot but be subjective. Both Heidegger and Schapiro can claim the 
truth in Van Gogh's painting only after they tied up the shoes, rendering them. 
restituting them, and returning them to a peasant woman or to the painter. 
The ghost of Ego-Cogito hangs around in Heidegger's "Origin of the Work 
of Art," despite his criticism of subjectivity in metaphysical thinking and his 
claim for the t n ~ t h  as aletheia. Thus the voices in Derrida's essay ask: 

- what makes hill1 SO sure that they are a pair of shoes? What is a pair? 
- I don't know yet. In any case, Heidegger has no doubt about it; it's a pair- 

of-peasant-shoes (ein Pnai Bnzternschzihe). And qa re~.ie?it. this indissociable 
whole. this paired thing, fro111 the fields and to the peasant, man or even woman. 
Thus Heidegger does not answer one question. he is sure of the thing before any 
other question. So it seems.3' 

Here again we are reminded of the one word that Nanquan's monks failed 
to produce. Both Heidegger and Schapiro had to pair up the shoes because 
without the subject who owns the shoes, the truth of the painting cannot be 
revealed. Only after setting up the ownership of the truth, the truth of the 
painting can be established. By the same token, only after the owning of 
the truth is confirmed, would the monks have been able to say the word, 
the truth. Until the truth is set up, and its ownership is clarified, the nionks 
would remain silent. The impasse of the monks and the consequent death of 
the cat contain an ethical message stronger than any ethical codes. Violence 
is not committed by Nanquan alone who killed the cat in a literal sense: 
instead, the monks who failed to respond to Nanquan and we. \vho thus 
failed to realize the meaning of Nanquan's question, became accomplices. 
Violence is not committed only by our active involvement with physically 
violent actions. The inchoate origin of violence lies in our non-action and 
failure to see the world as it is. Violence, then, begins with our thinking. 
The pJ7j~sical violence of killing a cat, be it actual or symbolic, was caused 
by the monks' inability to tliink. 
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Despite the bleak atmosphere of Nanquan's monastery, Zen Buddhism 
rarely subscribes to a tragic vision. Instead, the gong'nn eventually ends 
with a comic gesture of Zhaozhou. As Derrida's shoes are charged with 
a deconstructive scheme, Zhaozhou's sandal(s) provide(s) its (their) own 
deconstructive turn in the episode. What is the truth involved in this san- 
dallsandals which the Zen master had worn all day during his outing and 
put on his head as an expression of the truth his teacher asked of the other 
monks in the monastery? Heidegger and Schapiro tied up the shoes into a 
pair, returned them to their owner, and ended up creating subjectivity as a 
ground for their truth claim. Zhaozhou untied his sandal, detached it from 
its owner, and put it on his head, a most inappropriate place for a sandal 
to be. The sandal is totally detached from both its owner who is Zhaozhou 
(the subject) and from the most familiar environment which is his foot (its 
utility function and thus its identity). Detachment of the sandal(s) dissolves 
the ownership, thus dissolves the subjectivity. Without subjectivity, truth 
cannot be returned to the owner. Without the subject, there is no truth that 
can be summarized in one word. 

Does this suggest that truth does not exist? Like Zhaozhou's sandals, 
which are completely detached from their utility function, and Derrida's 
shoes, which are untied from their paired-ness, truth is untied from its sub- 
ject and has become a part of the world that has neither subject nor object. 
As truth is untied fro111 the subject, the gestures of Zhaozhou and Derrida 
disse~ninate language and linguistic meaning production instead of assem- 
bling them into a coherent interpretation. Both the Zen gong'nn "Nanquan 
Cuts the Cat in Two" and Derrida's reading of Heidegger remind us how 
strong our affinity with the centripetal force is. The desire to hold a center. 
and thus create a coherent world view, demonstrates its power through de- 
vices which range from philosophical themes like subjectivity to our daily 
linguistic expression like "a pair of shoes." It is not just philosophers who 
dream of the world which makes sense to humans. Dissemination of that 
dream in the life-world becomes a constituent power of institutional vio- 
lence in hu~nan  society. 

The radical nature of the rhetoric of violence in Zen literature indicates the 
seriousness of the symptom in the way Zen Buddhism assesses it. Zen Bud- 
dhist gong'an dialogues suggest that attaining the truth requires a constant 
deconstruction of the human tendency to construct a coherent reality and 
meaning structure. Generating a provisionally coherent meaning system is an 
inevitable stage of everyday life. A cup needs to be understood and named as 
a cup in order for us to communicate and for it to function as an entity in daily 
life. However, Zen Buddhist gong'an also emphasizes that a cup is not just a 
CLIP in its ultimate reality. The simultaneous emphasis on the provisional and 
ultimate levels of truth is a recurring theme in gong'an dialogues. 



The indivisibility of these two levels is demonstrated in the gong 'an like "Judi 
Raises a Finger" in which Zen Master Judi chops off a finger of the apprentice. 
As the apprentice boy "repeats" his master's action of raising one finger, the 
master punishes him by cutting off his finger. But the master in turn teaches the 
suffering boy through the same action of raising one finger. The irony of the dif- 
ference of identity and identity of difference is at work again. The truth does not 
lie in the action of raising one finger, but it does not exist outside of this action. 
either. Raising one finger does not represent tnlth, but at a given moment and 
given context, it could function as the representation of truth as any other action u 

or a statement at other moments in other contexts. Raising a finger, even though 
repeated every day by the boy's master, is not the same raising of a finger. Each 
time the finger is raised, the sameness of the phenonlenal action is encroached 
by different contexts. As Merleau-Ponty states, "I cannot think of identically the 
same thing for niore than an instant. . . . Thought does not bore through time. 
It follows in the wake of previous thoughts, without even exercising the power 
(which it assumes) of retracing that wake . . . ."3Vhe encroachment of thoughts 
of the past, of the present, and even of the hture leaves one's encounter with 
one's own thought as anachronic. And there was no original thought, other than 
as a potential, whose original form can never be retrievable. 

An empirical action, like raising a finger, cannot be different fro111 the 
mobility and heterogeneity of one's thought process. The sameness on the 
phenomenal appearance is a provisional understanding of its non-sameness 
with the previous and future action of raising a finger. The non-duality of the 
provisional and ultimate tn~ ths  so oddly expressed in "Judi Raises a Finger" 
often appears in a more placid tone in other gorlg'an dialogues. One example 
is a well-known gong'an, "Wash Your Bowl." Case number seven of The 
Gateless Gate records the go12g'an as follows: 

A n ~ o n k  asked Zhaozhou, "I have just joined the community, and I request the 
teacher's instruction." 
Zhaozhou inquired. "Have you had your breakfast gruel yet'?" 
The monk said. "I have had my gruel." 
Zhaozhou said. "Then go wash your bowl." 
The monk had an insight." 

Another example of a gong'an episode in this category is case number 
nineteen, "The Ordinary Mind is the Way," which is also recorded in The 
Gateless Gate: 

Zhaozhou asked Nanquan, "What IS the Way')" "Ordinary n11nd 1s the Way," 
Nanquan repl~ed "Can ~t be approached deliberately9" Zhaozhou asked "If you 
try to ann for ~ t ,  you thereby turn amay from it," responded Zhaozhou "Horn 
can I know the Way unless 1 try for it9" persisted Zhaozhou Nanquan said, "The 



Way is not a matter of knowing or not knowing. Knowing is delusion; not know- 
ing is confusion. When you ha\,e really reached the true Way beyond doubt, you 
will find it as vast and boundless as outer space. How can it be talked about on 
the level of right and wrong'?" With these words, Zhaozhou came to a sudden 
realization.j6 (Translation modified.) 

In reading these two cases, one feels a tension emerging. In Zhaozhou's 
"Wash Your Bowl," the ultimate reality is described as the same as any daily 
activities. This leads to the question of how to make distinctions between 
knowing and not-knowing the ultimate truth as we read in Nanquan's "The 
Ordinary Mind is the Way." The Zen narrative pattern of the simultaneous 
use of affirmation and negation is again at work in the gong'nn literature 
that attempts to confirm the identity of truth and non-truth without hypothe- 
sizing either of the two. Zen masters' responses to the same or similar ques- 
tions are frequently contradicting one another, destabilizing the meaning of 
given answers. The end result is a constant dismantling of the constn~ction 
of a coherent conceptual frame. Case number thirty of The Gateless Gate 
records: 

Damei asked Mazu, "What is the Buddha?" 
Mazu said, "The very mind itself is Buddha."" 

The essence of Zen Buddhism which claims that everybody's mind is itself 
Buddha is clearly declared in this case. However. the declaration is immedi- 
ately refuted in case number thirty-three. in which Mazu offers an answer 
opposite to this to the same question. 

A monk asked Mazu, "What is Buddha?" 
Mazu said, "Not mind, not B ~ d d h a . " ' ~  

The negation of the existence of either the mind or the Buddha is further 
emphasized in case twenty-seven: 

A monk asked Master Nanquan. "Is there a truth not spoken to people?" 
Nanquan said, "There is." 
The monk asked, "What is the tnith not spoken to people?" 
Nanquan said, "It is not mind, it is not Buddha, it is not a thing."3y 

Case twenty-nine, on the other hand. reinstates the existence of the mind 
as the cause of our perception: 

Once when the wind was whipping the banner of a temple, the Sixth Patriarch 
of Zen witnessed two monks debating about it. One said that the banner was 
moving, one said the mind was mo\ ing. 
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They argued back and forth without attaining tlie principle. so the Patriarch 
said, "This is not the movement of the wind. nor the niovernent of the banner; 
it is the movement of your minds." 
The two monks were both awestruck.40 

Case forty-one likewise confirnis both existence and non-existence of tlie mind: 

As the founder of Zen faced a wall, his future successor stood in tlie snow. cut 
off his a m ,  and said, "My mind is not yet at peace. Please pacify my mind." 
The founder said, "Bring me your mind, and I will pacify it for you." 
The successor said, ''I have looked for my mind and cannot find it." 
The founder said. "I have pacified your mind for 

A certain logical strategy of Zen gorlg'an dialogue is emerging here. This 
logic is coniparable to what Derrida would call a "super oscillation." The 
gong'ans are not simply oscillating two poles of affirmation and negation of 
the existence of mind; they "[oscillate] between two types of oscillation: the 
double exclusion (neitherlnor) and the participation (both this and that)."32 
Derrida's statement was given in the context of his discussion of chora 
(hI15l-a: space, placing, site, or topos), which Plato proposes as the in-between 
state between the intelligible and the sensible worlds.33 The betweenness of 
cl7ol.a refutes the logic of non-contradiction as Derrida states: 

what Plato in the Tilnae~rs designates by the name of lillor-u seems to defy that 
"logic of noncontradiction of the philosophers". . . One cannot even say of it 
[khora] that it is neither this nor- that or that it is both this and that. It is not 
enough to recall that h-Ji61-a names neither this nor that, or that kh61,u says this 
and that. The difficulty declared by Timaeus is shown in a different tvay: at 
times the khom appears to be neither this nor that. at times both this and that, but 
this alternation between the logic of exclusion and that of participation . . . ste~iis 
perhaps only from a provisional appearance and from the constraints of rhetoric. 
even frorn some incapacity for naming.44 (Emphasis in the original.) 

The chora refutes any type of paradigm to categorize it; it rejects the 
logic of the logos and violates the logic of noncontradiction and of naming. 
Gong'nn dialogues rely on tlie same logic, the origin of which can be traced 
to the silence of the Buddha. Based on our discussions on gong 'ans from the 
Gateless Gate and the Blue Cl(ffRecord, we can categorize gong 'an episodes 
into three clusters. 

The first group contains dialogues that plainly declare the identity of the 
provisional and ultimate levels of truth. These dialogues emphasize that the 
awakening or tn~t l i  is not different from one's daily activity. Zhaozhou's 
"Wash Your Bowl" and Nanquan's "The Ordinary Mind is the Way" belong 
to this category. These gong'an episodes, however, entail their own limits, 



both philosophically and soteriologically. As Zhaozhou in the above gong'an 
asks, if the provisional and ultimate truths are expressed in the same way, how 
does one distinguish between the two? How does one understand the differ- 
ence between the finger raising by the apprentice and that by the Zen master? 
One answer to this question can be found in the gorzg'ans we group together 
below as the second category. 

The second category employs a linguistic imbalance that brings a shocking 
effect to the reader. The visible discrepancy in the question and answer violates 
commonsense logic. Gong'ans in the second group are the most well-known, 
probably because of the unfamiliar logic involved in these stories. "Zhaozhou's 
Dog" (The Gateless Gare, case 1) .  "Dongshan's Three Pounds" (The Gare- 
less Gate, case 18; The Blue CliJ;Recold, case 12), or "Yunmen's Turd" (The 
Gateless Gate, case 21)  all contains the exchanges between Zen masters and 
disciples in a manner which exceeds commonsense logic. As Chinul expounds, 
gong'ans are not truth as they are; they have a function of facilitating a transi- 
tion from the hern~eneutical to the existential in the reality of the subject. The 
gap between the question and the ansm.er generates a situation in which the 
habitual exercise of the subject's understanding faces a dead-end. 

The third category employs the narrative of violence. Derrida's identifica- 
tion of three forms of violence offers a neat paradig111 to interpret the meaning 
of violence in this group. Derrida identifies three types of violence. Violence 
begins with articulation; or violence is inscribed in our capacity to use lan- 
guage that makes distinctions through a linguistic system. The first layer of 
violence in the form of naming opens a door for the second layer of violence 
arising from the institutionalized system such as moral codes. social regula- 
tions, and social laws. Out of this second layer of violence emerges empirical 
and physical violence. The use of violence in Zen literature can be read as a 
drastic measure to destabilize the proper name. From Derrida's and Continen- 
tal postmodern thinkers' perspective, the first-level violence has real impact 
in history, which is as much physical as ~netaphorical.~' When postmodern 
thinkers launch a critique of mode~nity and ~nodernist enlightenment philoso- 
phy for its totalitarian tendency, they are also concurring with Derrida about 
the close relationship among the three layers of the violence outlined above. 

Like the syinbolic demonstration of one's attachment to a fixed concept of 
truth through Nanquan's killing of a cat, Huike's cutting of his arm symbol- 
izes the cutting off of one's attachment: likewise chopping off the appren- 
tice's finger reveals the dangerous border between the truth real and fake. 
The use of violence in Zen literature then is a metaphoric rendering of the 
violence that is involved in the fixed mode of thinking, which Zen Buddhism 
considers as the major proble~n one needs to overcome in order to attain the 
ultimate reality. 



Chapter  S i x  

Violence Institutionalized: The Social 
Dimension of Zen Language 

1. Zen Language ofHeteuogeneity and i ts  Social Dimensiorz 

A question might arise as to the reality of violence we discussed in the previ- 
ous chapter. Does the Zen metaphor of violence, whose origin we traced to 
our mode of thinking, have any potential to be transformed into empirical 
violence. to which we usually restrict our use of the term violence? Well- 
equipped with the idea that no-killing is the first precept of Buddhism, we re- 
fuse to consider the possibility of empirical violence in the story of Nanquan's 
cat. We are ready to be complacent with the idea that the action is only sym- 
bolic: not only was there no actual killing of a cat in a monastery-since that 
is itnpossible to imagine-. but no social or public domain can be extracted 
from this figurative action in Zen literature. We would be happy to think that 
killing of a cat, slicing off of an arm, and chopping off of a finger-these 
are all a figure of speech, emphasizing the importance of cutting off one's 
attachment and desire in Zen Buddhist practice. By quarantining the reality 
of violence in the realm of a symbolic discourse in this manner, we mitigate 
the force of violence involved in these actions, and thus come to characterize 
Zen discourse as exotic stories on the one hand and as subjective idealism on 
the other. However, if we stop limiting the scope of violence in Zen literature 
to a metaphoric function, we might be able to see a different dimension of 
Zen Buddhist philosophy which we can identify as a social dimension of Zen 
language. In this way, we can also identify the different layers of violence that 
exist both in philosophical discourse and in our society. 

We can begin our thought experiment on our premise that the metaphor 
of violence in Zen literature could be a symptom of potential empirical vio- 
lence in the life-world with the following questions. In the literature of early 
Buddhism. the Buddha did not use a radical metaphor of violence. Why is 



it the case that Zen Buddhism uses the metaphor of violence extensively? 
Does it suggest that violence has a function in Zen tradition other than a 
literary trope? 

The claim that the figurative violence appearing in Zen literature actually 
has its status in our life-world is not far from the discussion we had regarding 
Zen gong'an language. In our discussion of Chinul's h~latoz~ meditation, we 
identified s~bjectivity as a major obstacle to an individual's pursuit of ulti- 
mate freedom, or enlightenment. The enslavement by subjectivity in one's 
understanding of Buddhist texts and teaching is another \vay of understanding 
the case of "dead words," in which the subject maintains a clearly distanced 
position from the contents of teaching in a text. The subject understands the 
passage, but the linguistic expression remains as an object of the subject's 
scmtiny, and thus its contents fail to be the reality of the subject. This problem 
is relevant to what is known as the Zen rejection of language. Language's 
capacity to create a self-sufficie~it theoretical framework without connecting 
itself with the subject who is the receiver of the articulated product led the 
Zen tradition constantly to disqualify language as a medium delivering the 
message that the subject intends to embody. Pointing out the limits of linguis- 
tic expression, however, did not begin with the Zen school in Buddhism. The 
silence of the Buddha is one representati1.e case in lvhich Buddhist tradition 
demonstrates the limits of the existing linguistic practice as well as the limits 
of l ang~~age  itself. The Buddha clai~iled that he kept silent on the questions 
asked by his shldents because they were based on either annihilationisni or 
eternalism. This was also Huineng's position when he advised his student to 
explore two extremes when using language. 

In order to problematize the substantive nature of language and substan- 
tive mode of thinking, the Buddha, as well as Vimalakirti, employed silence 
as an antidote to the substantializatio~l of linguistic practice. Silence in these 
cases is itself language in the sense that it does not indicate a mere lack of 
sound or response, but irnparts its message of disapproval and the limits of 
existing linguistic structure. The Zen Buddhist tactic was to act out silence 
and use language to represent this silence, and the tradition did so by using 
language against itself. Gong 'an language. in \vhich we encounter seemingly 
nonsensical dialogues, presents to the subject the limit of one's linguistic ca- 
pacity and of the self-closure of nonl~atike language. This demands us to ask 
the question: how is it possible to use language against itself to begin with'? 
Is the language used against itself language or not? If it is language, how is 
this language different from noriuative language? Is there a specific function 
of this non-normative, or perfonnative. form of language? 

The underlying assumption of these questions is that language and one's 
capacity to use language already entail the capacity to create a non-normative 
form of language. This akvareness further develops into an insight that norma- 
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tive language is neither the only form of language nor its only "legitimate" 
form. Normative language is constructed through diverse participatory ele- 
ments whose nature can be traced back to different sources related to social. 
political, and cultural arenas. This understanding of the position of normative 
language raises a question as to the relationship between language and power: 
who has the authority to decide the boundary of normative language, tlie nor- 
mative way of thinking, and the norms in a society? 

Let us examine the following gorig 'an encounter dialogue to place it in the 
context of the questions we posed above. The case number nine of the Blue 
Cliff Record contains the following dialogue: 

A monk asked: "What is Zliaozhou?" 
Zhaozhou answered: "East gate. west gate, south gate. north gate."' 

Like other encounter dialogues, the above case is characterized by a gap 
between the question and the answer. We would not know, at least at this 
point, what the "correct" answer for the question could be, but it seems clear 
that the answer given by Zhaozhou is not an expected answer. What could 
have been the correct answer? Whatever the correct answer might be, the 
response given in this dialogue failed to offer that answer. Does that mean 
that the answer was wrong? Our answer will be negative. What is the differ- 
ence between the answer which failed to provide the expected answer and the 
wrong answer? 

Case number nine, which is basically a question about the identity of Zhao- 
zhou, ends with Zhaozhou's witty word play. The inquisitor asked about the 
identity of the Zen master Zhaozhou and Zhaozhou answered by describing the 
city named Zhaozhou. By playing on homophones, Zhaozliou could have in- 
tended to debunk the questioner's desire to make Zhaozhou define his identity. 
However, Yuanwu Keqin (1063-1 135). the commentator of the gong'ans col- 
lected in the Bl11e Cli'Record. criticizes this interpretation by saying that such 
a reading of the gong'an would be destroying the Buddha's teaching itself 

Later people said this ivas "Chan of no-concerns' [C. ~t.t/shi Chan], cheating 
quite a few people. What was their reason? When the monk asked about Chao 
Chou [Zhaozhou], Chao Chou answered, "East gate, \vest gate, south gate, north 
gate"; therefore (these people say) he was just answering about the other Chao 
Chou (i.e.. the city). If you understand in this fashion, then ally rustic froin a 
village of three families understands inorc about tlie Buddha Dhanna than you 
do. Such an interpretation destroys tlie Buddha Dhanna. It's like comparing a 
fish eye to a bright pearl: in appearance they are alike. but actually they are not 
the same. As I said, if it's not south of the river, then it's north of tlie river. But 
is tlie Way to have concerns or not to have concerils? This does indeed require 
you to be thoroughgoing before you ~lnderstand. (Translation modified.)' 



Yuanwu's interpretation of the gong'an leads us to a new dimension in our 
interpretation of this gong 'an. The original question demanded the identity of 
the Zen Master Zhaozhou. Zhaozhou turned it around by answering it with the 
description of the city named Zhaozhou. Yuanuzl criticizes those people who 
understand this mismatching of the question and the answer as perfornled by 
Zhaozhou as a teaching of Zen's "not-concern" of anything. The Zen master 
Zhaozhou and the city Zhaozhou are all part of the world, people would say, 
and not making any distinction between a person and a city (since everything is 
dependently co-arising) will lead one to enlightenment. Yuanwu says that this 
is a misleading interpretation of the gong'an and any one who interprets the 
gong 'on in this manner is destroy~ng the Buddha's vision. The question of one's 
identity, which Zen Master Zhaozhou answered by replacing it with the identity 
of his environment (i.e., the city Zhaozhou). turns out to be another incident of 
Nanquan's cat and the search for the one truth. Yuanwu, in his comments, cites 
a dialogue between the Buddha and his inquisitor to make this point: 

There \vas an outsider \vho came to question the World Honored One holding 
a sparrow in his hand. He said, "Tell me, is this sparrow in 111y hand dead or 
alive?" The World Honored One then went and straddled the threshold and said, 
"You tell me, am I going out or coming in'?" . . . The outsider was speechless; 
then he bowed in homage. This story is just like the main case; . . . 'The question 
is where the answer is, the answer is ~vhere the question is."? 

Answering with the identity of the city Zhaozhou in response to the ques- 
tion asking the identity of Zen master Zhaozhou requires a capacity to break 
oneself free from the normative form of a question and an answer. However, 
even when one is able to break the distinction bet~veen the identity of a city 
and that of a person, the fundamental frame involved in this question and an- 
swer has not been changed because it is still addressing the issue of identity, 
the essence of an entity. As Jacques Derrida states, unless the whole format of 
questioning which asks "what is . . . " is broken down, one cannot free one- 
self from the substantive mode of thinking and its corollary. Derrida states, 
"One cannot get around that response [of identifying a sign with its formal 
essence, and thus of its presence], except by challenging the very form of 
the question and beginning to think that the sign & that ill-named &I@ the 
only one, that escapes the instituting question of philosophy: 'what is . . .?"'4 
Derrida's statement reverberates the Buddha's silence, and what we defined 
as the problem of the ill-formed question. A certain underlying philosophical 
position in Zen gorig'an literature then can be identified by now. Nanquan's 
cat, Chinul's dead words, and Zhaozhou's four gates-all probleinatize os- 
sification in one's mode of thinking, and Zen g o ~ g  'm7 claims that the process 
of ossification is especially relevant with the way language fuilctions in our 
thought system. 
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How is it possible to reach this hermeneutical conclusion out of Zhao- 
zhou's simple answer, "East gate, west gate, south gate, north gate"? Why 
should following the meaning structure in our linguistic convention neces- 
sarily create constraints and what do these constraints entail? We can answer 
these questions by identifying two different aspects of language, the nature 
of which seem contradictory to each other. That is, language has the power to 
legitimate and consolidate the existing norms as norms with its basic function 
of making distinctions and giving substantive identity to separate entities; at 
the same time, language has the power to dissolve the identity it has endorsed. 
The former has been relatively well recognized in our philosophizing of lan- 
guage, whereas the latter has not. However, without such a dual function of 
language. language itself cannot survive. That which we call descriptive and 
prescriptive languages is one of the indicators of the legitimating and dispers- 
ing functions of language. 

Changes within an entity, including language, are facilitated by its own 
other as much as outside conditions. Without outside stimuli, the other 
inside an entity might not be aroused; but if the other were not within one's 
identity to begin with, changes would not occur when external conditions 
are presented. Without considering the vulnerability of the identity of an 
entity to changing environments, Zen gong 'an cannot function as gong'an. 
At the same time without considering the existing normative language, Zen 
gor~g 'an cannot be gong'an either. The mutual indebtedness of the nonnative 
and anti-normative aspects of language that makes gong'an possible in 
Zen Buddhism recapitulates the existential and ontological position of the 
Buddhist doctrine of no-self. The identity of an entity is always already based 
on inter-subjectivity, and the self is from its inception heterogeneous. 

Language is supposedly a tool for communication, and, in that context, 
language's capacity to create a normative communicative environment 
could be considered as a social f~tnction of language. In the case of Zen 
language, the reverse seems to be the case. Both the social and linguistic 
dimensions of Zen language lie in its capacity to disintegrate the seemingly 
consolidated meaning structure endorsed by a society. Gong 'an language 
primarily demonstrates the linguistic practice which defies the normative 
format of linguistic structure. The resonance created by the ill-fitting nature 
of gong 'a17 dialogue opens a space that makes the subject face a situation in 
which the normative language fails to produce meaning. The failure of nor- 
mative language. however, does not terminate the role of language in this 
case, because the failure will gradually be transformed into an introduction 
to another form of language. The well-known Zen tripartite phrases neatly 
sum this up: "Rivers are rivers, mountains are mountains; rivers are not 
rivers. mountains are not mountains; rivers are rivers, mountains are moun- 
tains."' When one reads these passages without considering the different 



layers involved in the subject's relation with language, the passage could be 
none other than tautological and logically ill-formed phrases. It could even 
be deciphered as an expression of Zen Buddhism's non-concern about any 
distinctions in the phenomenal world. Yuanwu criticizes such an attitude 
as the mistake of "Chan of no-concern." Yuanwu states in the spirit of  the 
above tripartite phrases: 

Some people say, "Fundamentally there isn't the slightest bit of anything. but 
when we have tea \ve drink tea, and when \ve habe rice we eat rice." This is 
big bain talk; I call this claiming attainment ~vitho~lt having attained, claiming 
realization without having realized. Basically since they haven't bored in and 
penetrated through, when they hear people speaking of nlind and nature, of the 
mysterious or the abstruse, they say, "This is just mad talk; fundamentally there 
isn't anything to be concerned kvith." This could be called one blind man lead- 
ing many blind men. They are far from knowing that before the Patriarch came, 
people scarcely called the sky earth or called ~nountains rivers; . . . It is all [a 
matter of ] judgements of intellectual consciousness; when the feelings ofjudge- 
ments of intellectual consciousness are ended, only then can you see through. 
And when you see through, then as of old. sky is sky, earth is earth, mountains 
are mountains, rivers are r i ~ e r s . ~  

Yuanwu here is similar to Chinul in saying that Zen practice does not offer 
a new theory or doctrines. Zen Buddhism does not make mountains into riv- 
ers or vice versa. What does Zen do then'? Like Chinul, Yuanwu identifies the 
function of Zen discourse as pointing out the problem of subjectivity, which 
is also the problem of normative language. 

Yuanwu specifies this issue with the problem of "the feelings of judg- 
ments of intellectual consciousness." Like the discourse on Zen Buddhism's 
relationship to language. this frequently appearing passage of Zen Bud- 
dhism's critical stance of rationalization and theorization could mislead 
the reader of Zen literature to the assumption that Zen refutes reason and 
thought. However, as Huineng articulated in his explanation of the mean- 
ing of  "no-thought," no-thought does not mean not thinking; by the same 
token, identifying the problem inbolved in "the feelings of  judgements of  
intellectual consciousness" does not indicate that Zen negates the function 
of  intellect per se or any types of rational thinking. As  the Sixth Patriarch 
Huineng writes: 

In this teaching of mine, from ancient times up to the present, all have set up 
no-thought as the main doctrine. . . 'No' is the 'no' of what? 'Thought'-what 
is this? 'No' is the separation fro111 the dualis111 of all activities. True Suchness 
is the body of thought: thought is the function of True Suchness. If one's nature 
gives rise to thoughts. even \vhen one sees. hears, and realizes it, one is not 
constrained by outside conditions and thus is always free.- 



Through his own hermeneutical work, Huineng in this passage separates 
two Chinese characters of no-thought into "no7' and "thought" so that the ex- 
pression becomes a compound of negation ("no") and affirmation ("thought"), 
instead of the negation of thinking ("no-thought"). tIuineng explains that "no" 
is the negation of the prevalent mode of thinking which Huineng identifies as 
the dualistic mode of thinking; "thought" is the activity of one's nature, which 
Huineng describes as True Suchness, that is. things as they are in the context 
of conditionally caused reality.8 Like the silence of the Buddha. which negates 
the substantialist presupposition of his inquisitors, the "no" in Huineng's no- 
thought negates dualism as the most co~nn~only  shared pre-supposition in 
one's thinking practice. No-thought i~nderstood in this manner, which became 
possible by violating a syntactic norm, comes to mean different thinking ac- 
tivities instead of negation of thinking per se. In a passage prior to this citation, 
Huineng explains the problem of dualism as follows: 

Si~ccessi\e thoughts do not stop: prior thoughts. present thouglits. and future 
thoughts folloa one after the other without cessation. If one instant of thought 
is cut off, the Dharma body separates from the physical body, and in the inidst 
of successive thoughts there will be no place for attachment to anything. If one 
instant of thought clings, then successive thoughts cling: this is known as being 
fettered. If in all things successive thoughts do not cling, then you are unfettered. 
Therefore. non-abiding is made the basis." 

Thoughts arise in a constant interaction with stimuli produced inside and 
outside oneself. When the process of thought is interrupted, the activities of 
thinking become isolated; the interruption creates stagnation, and stagnated 
ideas are the symptorn of one's clinging or attachment to the contents of that 
specific thought. This is also the instance when the subjectivity develops and 
consolidates its own system. By fragmentizing the thought out of the context 
in which it was originally creatcd and further substantiating the separated 
thought, dualisnl is constructed. Chinul's "dead word" is the instance when 
thinking becomes stagnated and influenced by the subject's mode of thinking, 
whereas the "live word" indicate the context in which the subject engages 
herselflhimself through the language presented, which Chinul evaluates as 
the state of the freedom: the subject frees herselflhimself from the limits cre- 
ated by herlhis own mode of thinking. 

Liberation obtained in this manner cannot be limited to the subject's 
private domain but inevitably sliould be extended into the social dimension of 
one's existence. In this context, the socially engaged Korean Buddhist thinker 
P6psbng writes in his meditation on Zen hz/ntoz/ languagelo: "Language is a 
reflection of reality as well as a human construction of reality. To mystify 
formal logic which is a reflection of the totality of reality or to suppress the 
total reality of things through the fixation of formal logic is an attitude ~ ~ h i c h  



fails to realize the dependent co-arising of language and reality."ll He further 
states: "Huatozl language reveals the dependently co-arising nature of things 
by negating falsehood and unreality; it is also the reality of existence revealed 
through such activities in our mode of thinking. Practicing hziatozr, seen 
from this perspective, is not a training to achieve a complete and holy self 
as many idealist Zen masters would like to think;. . . instead, it is a practice 
of re-cognizing things anew every time in the midst of nothing to cognize 
mystically." l 2  Pbpsbng thus declares hrratorl as "a question-in-action which 
one asks oneself with regard to the situation at hand."'? 

Pbpsbng's emphasis on the renovating function of hzlntozr language in 
the life-world is also voiced by Y6 Ikku, another Korean engaged Buddhist 
thinker. In his outline of engaged Buddhist philosophy, Yb criticizes Mahayha  
Buddhist schools, claiming that they turned Buddhism into idealism by 
emphasizing the subjective aspects of mind and consciousness as opposed 
to the early Buddhism whose practice was focused on discipline. Despite 
his critical stance against Mahiiyana Buddhism, Yb suggests that the Zen 
Buddhist tendency for challenging the status ~ L I O  and authority needs to be 
acknowledged and could make a contribution to conceptualize the social 
function of Buddhism. Zen gong'ans, Y6 contends. "destroy the pitfalls of 
authority, idolized fixation, and ideological dogma to which people so easily 
become prey."14 Yb further emphasizes, "If such a revolutionary philosophy 
of Zen Buddhism could have been connected with revolutionary thought of 
liberals, instead of having been employed as an ideology by the ruling class for 
the sake of their idealism, Zen thought could have functioned as a focal point 
of revolutionary movement anchored in the dynamic model of early Buddhism 
during the time of the Buddha. This remains as a challenge for those who 
practice and study Zen Buddhism to definitely keep in mind for the future."15 

Here we are dealing with different layers of institutions in different arenas 
in our life-world, into which the dismantling power of the non-normative 
mode of thinking will be disseminated. On the first layer of institution we 
find the subject's mode of thinking that is constructed through nonnative 
language and formal logic. The second layer of institution includes socially 
constructed concepts such as gender, ethnicity, or social class. On the third 
layer one finds more tangible institutions such as nation-states or laws which 
maintain social categories. By noting these different layers of institutionaliza- 
tion in an individual's life, one can claim that liberation of an individual from 
the fettered mode of thinking cannot but be related to the liberaion from the 
other layers of institutions. The institutionality of these institutions, which 
we can identify as grounded in the centripetal force, is also being constantly 
undennined by the centrifugal force of language. 

An institution, by definition and from the Zen Buddhist perspective. 
cannot but be violent, because an instit~~tioii is constructed through the pro- 



visional seizure of otherwise fluctuating constituents of the structure. The 
centripetality, the power and the justification for the creation and mainte- 
nance of an institution, demands the unification in the form of commonly 
shared identity. goal, and signification, which offer meaning through the 
construction of a sense of a coherent whole in an individual, in a commu- 
nity, or in a meaning structure. The construction of such a whole inevitably 
entails the suppression and exclusion, which makes the process itself vio- 
lent. To be noted, however, is the delicate fact that such an institutionalized 
violence, be it linguistic and conceptual, social and ethical, or political and 
legal. cannot but be also, in its turn. violated, or encroached by that which 
has been excluded in the construction of the coherent whole. Encroachment 
in this case lnight not be as visible as physical invasion but visible enough 
to make us aware of the unstable state of seemingly self-sufficient systems. 
The encroachment could take the form of a discomfort, alienation, or un- 
canny feeling in an individual, or a disturbance or com~notion in a society. 
It could also develop into an awakening or a revolution. 

This line of argument brings us close to what contemporary Continental 
philosopher Julia Kristeva defines as the revolutionary function of the poetic 
language. The revolution in this case includes all three levels of institutions 
we have identified: that is, mental, social, and political. Kristeva's discussion 
on the relation of three tiers of revolution through the signifying process is 
much relevant to Korean engaged Buddhist Pbpsbng's or Yb's interpretation 
of the social function of Zen language in the context of life-world. Let us 
briefly look into Kristeva's paradigm regarding the relationship among the 
three layers of institution before we further move on to our discussion of the 
social dimension of Zen hciafozl language. 

2. Poetization and the Language ofRevolution 

In explaining the synergy of how our linguistic practice is related to the 
retolution of both the private realm of mind and the public realm of social 
discourse. Kristeva introduces a formulation that she identifies as the serni- 
otic and the symbolic and investigates their relation to our mode of thinking. 
Revolution, by definition, suggests an entity's capacity to be its other. A revo- 
lution, howeber, is not simply a change. When milk is changed into cream, we 
do not call ~t a revolution. Revolution is a rupture; it is a sudden and radical 
discrepancy between the states before and after. A revolution also includes 
a belief that the changed status will drastically ameliorate and improve the 
condition of existence. For Kristeva, a revolution represents a rupture of 
heterogeneity that the unifying system of a society has suppressed. Kristeva 
calls the totality of the unifying and nonnative social system "the symbolic." 
Representative of the symbolic is language. Language. in this case, is not 



limited to a tool for com~nunication facilitated by linguistic norms: it includes 
the act of differentiating, naming, and defining things by allotting space for 
a separate entity to emerge from the undistinguished stream of thought. The 
symbolic projects a transparent and scientific language in which the relation 
between the signifier and signified is rigidly set. 

As opposed to the symbolic, the totality of that which is regulated. dif- 
ferentiated, defined and often suppressed by the syinbolic is named "the 
semiotic." The semiotic in this sense is the "nonexpressi\~e totality."16 The 
semiotic for Kristeva-which is to be distinguished from the semiotic in 
semiotic theory or serniosis-is neither a sign nor even a signifier; it exists 
before the differentiation of the linguistic system. Another name Kristeva 
employs to identify the semiotic is chora (topos or place), borrowing the term 
from Plato's Timaezrs. 

Chora in Til~iaezls is proposed by Plato as a "third kind" of category in ad- 
dition to his two categories of the world. There is the world of the intelligible 
or "that which always is and has no becoming," and there is the world of 
the sensible or "that which is always becoilling and never is."'' Plato writes, 
"That which is apprehended by intelligence and reason is always in the same 
state, but that which is conceived by opinion with the help of sensation and 
without reason is always in the process of becorning and perishing and never 
really is."lWnlike these two worlds of the form and of the imitations of 
the form, the exact nature of this third kind is not clearly articulated in the 
Tirnaeus. As Derrida suggests, the lack of a clear definition of this third kind 
could be the very nature of this "third kind." That is so, because the state of 
in-betweenness, by nature, defies a clear categorization. hence, the problem 
of identity follows. Plato first identifies the "third kind" by saying, "it is the 
receptacle, and in a manner the nurse, of all generation."" Plato further ex- 
plains the third kind as follows: "the mother and receptacle of all created and 
visible and in any way sensible things is not to be termed earth or air or fire 
or water, or any of their compounds, or any of the elements from which these 
are derived but is an invisible and formless being which receives all things 
and in some mysterious way partakes of the intelligible and is most incom- 
prehen~ible."'~ Hence, for Plato there are three kinds of world: "being and 
space [chora] and generati~n. '"~ The question Plato attempts to deal with by 
introducing the third-kind, or chora, is the indefinable state of an entity. Plato 
reflects on the situations that "what we just now called water, by condensa- 
tion, . . . becomes stone and earth, and this same element, when melted and 
dispersed, passes into vapor and air."" Plato contends that for those things 
that continually change, one should not identify them by naming. but indicate 
their instability through expressions like "such-ness." The space that holds 
the changing intermediate states of an entity is the receptacle that is "the 
recipient of all impressions" \vithout itself being cha~iged. 
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Reminiscent of Plato's chor-a, Kristeva's semiotic chor-a is mobile as op- 
posed to static and provisional instead of definite. Kristeva also describes 
the semiotic chor-a through Freudian libido or life energy. If the semiotic 
chora is not a sign, but a state before signification, how do we know of its 
existence? Any attempt to explain the semiotic c h o ~ a  is already a meaning- 
giving-act and, thus, violates the nature of the se~niotic itself, for it requires 
L 

us to bring this non-linguistic dimension to the structure of language. In a 
strict sense, then, one cannot describe the semiotic. Kristeva readily admits 
this. Even though we talk about the semiotic as if it existed as an indepen- 
dent entity, this is only a provisional speculation about that which cannot 
present itself without first being subject itself to the rules of language. 
When we talk about the semiotic, the non-linguistic semiotic is already be- 
ing combined with the linguistic. 

This brief outline of the semiotic and the symbolic might generate an im- 
pression that they are dualistic or in a binary relationship: non-verbal versus 
verbal, mobility versus stasis, energy charges versus law, spontaneity versus 
continuity, and differentiation versus totality. However, Ksisteva's device of 
the semiotic and the symbolic serves to demonstrate that no signifying system 
can be exclusively semiotic or exclusively symbolic; instead it is marked by 
indebtedness to both. The symbolic is a linguistic stage; however, significa- 
tion takes place only when the sytnbolic interacts with and, thus, subjects 
the all-encompassing semiotic chor-a to the regulation of the symbolic. The 
semiotic "precedes and underlies figuration and thus ~pecularization."'~ The 
semiotic is a precondition of the symbolic; but again, since the semiotic is 
a pre-linguistic state, it defines itself only through the signifying practice, 
which is a result of the transgression of the symbolic. 

In discussing the semiotic chor-a and the symbolic, Kristeva calls attention 
to the asymn~etrical function between these two in our use of language. Once 
the symbolic transgression takes place, the semiotic (or the drive charge) 
subjects itself to the rules of language. The sy~nbolic defines, regulates, and 
asserts its rule. In this procedure, distinction creates a gap among the things 
that are distinguished, and naming cannot contain the whole of what is 
named. This is the limitation imposed on the symbolic by its own stmcture, 
determinations, and motivations. This limitation, however, is frequently ig- 
nored and an environment is created in which the sylnbolic dominates as if it 
were a self-sufficient system. To Kristeva, patriarchy, stratified class society, 
and  non not he is tic religion are examples of the situation when the dominance 
of the symbolic reaches extremes. 

Kristeva's discussion of the semiotic and the sy~nbolic and their relation to 
the power structure in the life-world explains the synergy between heteroge- 
neity of existence and its homogenous manifestations. The relation between 
the two is neither equal nor voluntary. As for other postmodern thinkers, 
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for Kristeva, understanding of human existence is linked to finding a social 
mechanism and its process of suppression as well as the contents of the sup- 
pressed. Once the validity of the transcendentality of ego or a priori condi- 
tions, which could have guaranteed the uniformity and consensus among 
humans, is put into question, there is no legitimate channeling system to 
generate and validate a regulating practice in a society. 

When the Buddha declares his vision as the middle path, like the in-be- 
tween state of Plato's chora, the problem of articulation and signification 
appears and remains throughout the evolution of Buddhism. Sometimes the 
issue comes at the fore of Buddhist discourse, as in the case of Zen Bud- 
dhism, and at other times it becomes almost oblivious, as in the case of folk 
Buddhism or new Buddhist movements at the beginning of the twentieth cen- 
tury in Asia. The postmodern awareness of the relation between the signifying 
process, theories of language, and those of subject. in this sense shares the 
common root with Buddhism. 

By postulating the semiotic chora as a pre-verbal totality, Kristeva offers 
a linguistic presentation of the non-linguistic state of signifying process. The 
postulation of the semiotic chora as a precondition for the symbolic signifi- 
cation makes any coherent meaning structure provisional; a coherent whole 
is possible only through the temporary seizure of motility of the semiotic. In 
order to avoid the dualistic understanding of the two, instead of understand- 
ing the idea of chorn as a "precondition" of the syrnbolic chronologically, 
one might want to borrow Derrida's idea and consider the "anachronic" 
postulation of the semiotic chora. 24 In his essay "Khdra," Derrida states: 
"The kh6ra is anachronistic; it 'is' the anachrony within being, or better: the 
anachrony of being. It anachronizes being."" As Huineng states, the expres- 
sion darkness is possible, because there is light there; without light, dark- 
ness cannot obtain its position within the signification process. By the same 
token, the expression darkness becomes possible only when its indebtedness 
to light and non-darkness aspects becomes suppressed. In the expression 
darkness is included different shades of light and darkness. The symbolic 
expression darkness functions as a linguistic sign by being pregnant with its 
others, heterogeneous semiotic chora, but at the same time by suppressing 
the others. The signification in this sense takes place through self-denial 
by denying certain aspects that are inevitable constituents of its identity. 
Meaning construction of a linguistic system functions through the negation 
of the invisible aspect of the signified of the signifier. The dual operation of 
indebtedness to others and, at the same time, negation of others that are in- 
trinsic parts of identity formation is indispensable in the signifying process. 
Homogeneity of linguistic expression is always already embedded within the 
suppressed heterogeneity. Heterogeneity in this case is not a precondition 
that exists before the signifying process of the symbolic. When the symbolic 
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takes place, so does the semiotic; the semiotic and the symbolic give identity 
to each other siinultaneously. 

The semiotic chora helps us to clarify the nature of the centrifugal forces. 
Centrifugality, with its Latin origin centrijidgtrs, a compound of centr- and 
fegere (to flee), is a tendency to proceed in a direction away from the center 
or axis. Centripetality, with the Latin word centrbetus, centr- and petere (to 
seek), is a force moving toward the axis. When used together with centripetal- 
ity as we do here, centrifugality might give the impression that it is a force 
that systematically and coherently moves toward the circumference, as cen- 
tripetality does toward the axis. However, when we conceptualize centrifu- 
gality together with the semiotic chora, we understand that centrifugality is a 
state of diffusion rather than a force with direction. In the state of diffusion, 
there is no center; centrifugality understood as diffusion demystifies the con- 
cept of a center. This already indicates the politics involved in the concepts 
of the center and margins, understood from the perspective of centripetality 
and centrifugality. Margins are margins only when the center is declared and 
exercises its power. The seemingly clear division between the center and mar- 
gins becomes problematic once we open up the question of boundary: where 
does one locate the boundary between the center and margins? By placing the 
ideas of the centripetal and centrifugal forces side by side with the concepts 
of the center and margins. one can visualize the suppression that takes place 
in the construction of the center. The idea of a center is always already an 
institutionalized concept, whose authority cannot but conle from itself. This 
is the incident that Derrida describes as the "self-legitimation" in which one 
draws authority only from o n e ~ e l f . ? ~  For Derrida, metaphysical foundation is 
the absolute form of self-legitimation. It is the case of the center centering 
itself. 

By introducing the semiotic chora as a non-foundational precondition for 
the linguistic signifying process, Kristeva brings our attention to the regula- 
tory force of a linguistic system in a similar way that Zen goi7g'an language 
evokes the limits of normative language in the practitioner of gong'an. 
Kristeva's interest in this context lies in revealing how an institution. by 
the very fact of its non-naturalness, entails the rupture of the other, how the 
rupture exposes the suppression of the non-center, and how eventually the 
process frees the subject from the reified concept of identity. 

Our daily use of language is a discourse in which the semiotic is relatively 
at peace with the symbolic, or the semiotic fully complies with the symbolic 
law. Poetry. according to Kristeva, is an explicit confrontation between 
socio-symbolic regulation and semiotic flow. In a normative discourse, the 
semiotic is subject to the ordering system of the symbolic. In poetry, the se- 
miotic chora overflows the confines of the symbolic order, and the position 
between the semiotic and the symbolic runs in the opposite direction toward 



a "semiotization of the symbolic." When poetic language shakes up the stag- 
nated meaning structure in normative discourse, linguistic practice is not the 
only area that is being challenged. The semiotic rupture can take place and 
dismantle any system that anchors itself on the illusory concept of a certain 
underlying totalizing power, be it a linguistic system, monotheistic religion, 
or patriarchal law. 

The semiotic is a hypothesized state of pre-linguistic dimension whose 
status is functional but not existential. The symbolic is all types of regulatory 
systems, most representative of which is the linguistic system, but which 
also includes social customs, rules, and laws in a society. Once we admit that 
the relationship between the semiotic and the symbolic is characterized by 
mutual indebtedness, it is not difficult to see that the signification process in- 
evitably involves suppression, and suppression is violence. Such suppression 
and violence indicates that signification is al~vays already pregnant with rup- 
ture. Kristeva's outlining of the revolutionary resonance by bringing back the 
suppressed heterogeneity in linguistic expression and its social and political 
dimension can be paralleled with the function of gong'an language and Zen 
awakening in relation to linguistic and social dimensions. The fixed mode 
of thinking and rules and regulations that normative discourse has endorsed 
cannot but be affected. What Kristeva has tried to explain through a kinetic 
relationship of the semiotic and the symbolic is what Pbpsbng identifies as a 
dependent co-arising of language and reality. 

Reminiscent of Chinul's distinction of the dead word and the live word, 
Kristeva identifies two types of text according to their function. The 
"genotext" organizes the space "in which the subject will be generated as such 
by a process of facilitations and marks within the constraints of the biological 
and social ~ t ruchre . " '~  As opposed to the genotext, the "phenotext" denotes 
"language that serves to communicate, which linguistics describes in terms of 
'competence' and 'perf~rmance'."'~ Text for Kristeva is "a practice that could 
be compared to political revolution: the one brings about in the subject what 
the other introduces into ~ociety."~%ventually, the political dimension in a 
society and literary practice is not separable, because '"incomprehensible' 
poetry . . . underscore[s] the limits of socially useful discourse and attest to 
what it represses: the process that exceeds the subject and his communicative 
s t ruch~res . "~~  The same can be said of Zen Buddhist employment of language, 
especially in the form of gong'an dialogues. 

The engaged Buddhist thinkers like Pbpsbng and Yb Ikku tried to expand 
Zen gong'an language or the revolutionary spirit of Zen into the social dimen- 
sion. Likewise, constant interplay of the semiotic and the symbolic reveals for 
Kristeva a close connection between language and socio-political reality. The 
Russian thinker Mikhail Bakhtin explains this issue through the dialogism of 
the centripetal and centrifugal forces of language. Bakhtin writes: "A unitary 



language is not something given [dan] but is always in essence posited 
[zadanl-and at every moment of its linguistic life it is opposed to the realities 
of heterogl~ssia."~' For Bakhtin, "verbal discourse is a social phenomenon,'"* 
and should not be reduced into an abstract discussion without a consideration 
of the social contexts that produced the discourse. What he calls the "unitary 
language," what Chinul calls "the dead word," or what Kristeva calls the 
"phenotext," "gives expression to forces working toward concrete verbal and 
ideological unification and centralization. which develop in vital connection 
with the processes of sociopolitical and cultural centralization."" The point 
to be made is that "the centripetal forces of the life of language, embodied in 
a 'unitary language'. operate in the midst of heteroglo~sia ."~~ 

If distinctions are to be made among the three thinkers we brought together 
here in the demonstration of the social dimension of linguistic practice, we 
can arrange them in the following scale. At one end of the scale, we locate 
Chinul's Zen g o ~ g ' u n  language in which the relation between the live and 
the dead word takes more existential tones; at the other end shall be located 
Bakhtin's unitary language and heteroglossia of social historical dimension of 
language. and Kristeva's semiotic and symbolic shall take the mid-point. All 
three cases demonstrate the mutual indebtedness of the two opposing forces 
in the signifying process. 

3. Cetztrifugality and the Forms of Self-Legitimation 

By postulating the mutual indebtedness of the semiotic and the symbolic, 
Kristeva wished to offer a philosophical paradigm which explained tlie sup- 
pression of femininity by the patriarchal system and create an androgynous 
vision. By the same token, if we envision the social dimension of Zen lan- 
guage as an integral part of the mental revolution outlined in Zen practice, 
L 

and thus understand it to function as a challenge to the status quo, that aspect 
should be reflected in someway in Zen Buddhism's encounter with the life- 
world. However, contrary to such a positive evaluation of Zen philosophy, 
scholars habe doubt about the possibility of Zen Buddhism's function in a 
society as an antidote to the existing authority. Instead of challenging au- 
thoritative voices in a society and thus offering itself as a subbersive force to 
ameliorate problems in tlie life-world, Zen Buddhism seems to have remained 
ignorant of social problems or even intentionally stayed away from them. 
excl~~sively emphasizing the importance of religious practice or awakening. 
In an investigation of Zen Buddhism's relation to society, Christopher Ives 
points out this odd relationship of Zen and society as follows: 

Zen Buddhists usually treat the '~~niversal' religious predicament in virtual isola- 
tion from particular social situations. They tend to speak in ideal terms, ~lsually 



arguing that a human being can alvaken in any time and place. regardless of the 
circun~stances. This emphasis on the possibility of Awakening in any time or 
place drives a wedge between the overarching religious concern and specific 
social concerns. As a result, social suffering is either ignored or. if considered 
by Zen, relegated to a distant secondary position. Historically, monastic Zen has 
not studied, analysed, or responded self-critically to the full range of suffering 
in the social world. This lack of a critical spirit has contributed to probleinatical 
support of the status quo. whether the aristocracy, samurai dictators, militarists. 
or certain large  corporation^.^ 

From Ives's perspectihe, the exclusive focus of Zen Buddhism on an in- 
dividual's enlightenment creates an ironic negation of the universality of the 
ontic or social level of suffering in the emphasis on the universality of onto- 
logical or existential suffering. The fnistration Ives expressed here regarding 
Zen Buddhism's inconlpetence in dealing with social issues has been shared 
by those who wanted td understand the tradition in the broader milieu of the 
life-world and thus consider Zen Buddhism's position in social ethics. 

When Minjung Buddhists of Korea criticized Zen and other forms of 
MahByBna Buddhism for the idealistic perspectives- as we briefly discussed 
in the case of YB Ikku-, the Minjung criticism aimed at the Mahayanist 
tradition's exclusive focus on the individual's religious goals at the expense 
of its social dimension. As noted by both YB and Ives, Zen Buddhism failed 
to call attention to the public dimension of one's life and religious practice, 
thereby defeating its own philosophical promise of universal enlightenment. 
As a result of this failure, the tradition has contributed to the authoritarian vi- 
sion in the society. When such an authoritarian and asocial aspect of Zen Bud- 
dhism reaches its extreme, one finds Zen militarism, to which some scholars 
of Japanese Buddhism have recently paid close attention. According to the 
study of these scholars, instead of being a power detrimental to the status quo 
of a society, Zen Buddhism was an active collaborator for the militant impe- 
rial nationalism in modern Japan. In this context, Robert Sharf demonstrated 
how Zen Buddhism-especially in the form that became familiar to the West- 
em practitioners and scholars of Zen Buddhism in the twentieth century-was 
closely related to and even a result of Japanese nationalism during the first 
half of the twentieth century.3h Brian Victoria also has brought our attention to 
Zen Buddhism's involvement with Japanese nlilitarism during World War 11, 
raising doubts about Zen Buddhism's capacity as an ethical discourse. In two 
volumes, Zen at War (1 99712006) and Ze17 PPtw Stories (2003), Victoria docu- 
ments stories that demonstrate ho\v Japanese Zen Buddhism (ab)used the Zen 
Buddhist doctrine of no-self to bolster patriotis111 during the late-nineteenth 
and early-twentieth centuries. Victoria states, "The 'selflessness' of Zen 
meant absolute and unquestioning submission to the \vill and dictates of the 
emperor."" One of many passages Victoria cites from the militant Japanese 



Zen includes a statement made by Zen Master Harada S6gaku who wrote, "[If 
ordered to] march: tramp. tramp, or shoot: bang, bang. This is the manifesta- 
tion of the highest Wisdom [of Enlightenment]. The unity of Zen and war 
of which I speak extends to the farthest reaches of the holy war [now under 
way]."" In Japanese militant Zen, the Zen Buddhist emphasis on moving 
beyond the egoistic small self into the larger concept of self was interpreted 
literally to mean death, sacrificing one's self to the greater cause, which 
meant to "serve the State" and "sel-ve the Emperor.""" In these incidents, one 
finds that the figurative violence represented by the 'Nanquan's cat' episode 
has transformed into an actual violence in society and history. The emptiness 
of entity and identity which the gotzg'an addresses through the rhetorical 
violence in the gong'an "Nanquan Cuts the Cat in Two" became the theoreti- 
cal ground for the actual violence of Zen involvement with imperialism. war, 
and na t iona l i sn~ .~~  In this history on Zen and war, the relationship between 
violence and Zen discourse takes a form which is completely opposite to what 
we have previously discussed. Instead of challenging the violence created by 
an institution, such as language or a normative mode of thinking, Zen Bud- 
dhism itself becomes an institutionalized violence. How do we explain the 
discrepancy between Zen Buddhism as a challenge to the institutionalized 
violence and Zen Buddhism as institutionalized violence? 

One possible interpretation of this conflicting position of Zen Buddhism 
in its relation to institution, violence, and authority appears in a study that 
historically examines the forination of Zen gong'an narrative. John R. 
McRae, in this context, offers the explanation that the spontaneity involved 
in Zen gong'an was inscribed into the narrative when gong'nns were written 
down during the Song dynasty, instead of being actually perforined by Zen 
masters during the Tang dynasty. McRae states: "Chan encounter dialogue 
derived not (or perhaps not solely) out of spontaneotls oral exchanges but 
(perhaps only in part) out of ritzlaliied  exchange^."^' McRae thus contends: 
"Given arguments already made by other scholars that spontaneity is merely 
'inscribed' within the heavily ritualized context of Song-dynasty Chan, this 
interpretation allows 11s to wipe out the distinction between the 'classical' 
age of Tang-dynasty Chan when encounter dialogue was spontaneous and 
the subsequent ritualization of dialogues within Song-dynasty Chan."-" The 
implication, especially in the context of our discussion, is that what we 
considered as the Zen Buddhist challenge to institutionalized authority and 
violence. which appears in the form of spontaneity and ill-formed linguistic 
dialogue in got7g'an literature, was not there to begin with other than in the 
format which was inscribed in Zen texts with the purpose of reinforcing the 
institution as Zen. Bringing the reader's attention to the claim that "thei*e 
Ivas never anj9 szlch thing as an in:~tit~ltio~ally separate Cl~an 'school'at an?. 
time in Chinese Bzlddhist Izistoq;" (italics original),"' McRae further employs 



historical contexts as support for his statements: "During the Song dynasty, 
Chan monks became abbots of most of the great monastic establishments in 
China, moving by imperial invitation from one position to the next, often 
carrying imperially bestowed titles and purple robes along the way."14 This 
argument connects to Dale Wright's claim that Zen gong'an language is a 
"Zen monastic language game," the mastery of which brings power to the 
practitioner within the monastic community.-" Both Wright and McRae sug- 
gest a certain linguistic structure embedded in encounter dialogue, which 
not only the Zen community shared, but which each member of the com- 
munity was trained to master in order to be a member of that community. 
In Wright's reading of Zen encounter dialogue, the qualitative mastery of 
Zen language was rewarded with authority and power among those who 
share the language game. Zen encounter dialogue. in this sense, not only 
has its social dimension, but functions as a tool for group identity. McRae's 
and Wright's interpretation of the function of Zen gong'an language in the 
history of Chinese Zen Buddhism seems to demonstrate that gong'ans were 
a means for Zen Buddhists to consolidate power both in and outside monas- 
teries. Does this indicate that the anti-authoritarianism of Zen spirit did not 
exist other than being employed for the purpose of consolidating the power 
of the school? 

Another way of interpreting the seeming gap between the Zen philosophy 
of anti-authoritarianisni and the school's failure to transfer this philosophy 
into the social life-world is to resort to the conventional idea of the breach 
between theory and practice. In other hvords, one can argue that the Zen Bud- 
dhist challenge to authority and an institutionalized mode of thinking was 
the original intention of Zen teaching, but when it was practiced by individu- 
als, it became distorted, and thus individual practitioners remained in the 
hierarchical system of human group identity or fell short of moving beyond 
the individual level of religious emancipation. However, what we call the 
disparity between theoria and praxis has been a poor designation for finding 
the real cause of the gap. If there exists a chasm between theory and prac- 
tice, the cause of that problem 111ust be embedded within the theory itself, 
instead of being something that newly emerged in the process of the theory's 
encounter with the social life-world. If Zen Buddhism has demonstrated 
the authoritarian tendency, Zen authoritarianism must be a manifestation 
of a certain form of authoritarianism that is embedded in Zen literature and 
Zen philosophy, instead of a mere by-product that was generated by the gap 
between theory and practice. By identifying the philosophical foundation of 
the dual identity of Zen as a challenge to institutional authority and violence 
on the one hand and Zen itself as an institutional violence on the other, we 
might be able to address the issue to which the historicist approaches were 
not sensitive. 
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To put it in more concrete terms, even when we admit that the Zen rhetoric 
of spontaneity or the philosophy of subversion was retroactively inscribed 
into Zen literature and thus served the function of consolidating the social po- 
sltion of the school as the historicist approach to Zen Buddhism has claimed, 
the question still remains why the tradition chose to inscribe spontaneity and 
subversion of existing authority instead of inscribing something else. Zen 
Buddhism could have been openly supportive of the existing status quo in 
its process of consolidating its power and social position, and thus joined the 
rhetoric of social norms, claiming that Zen Buddhism can make contributions 
to the creation of social order and security for everybody. One might argue 
that the rhetoric of liberation-the aim of the Zen discourse of subversion- 
was a more effective tool to consolidate power in a given situation than the 
rhetoric of conformity. This claim, in order to earn full validity. requires the 
historical analysis of the context in which the Zen rhetoric of liberation be- 
comes more effective than the rhetoric of conformity. What we call historical 
contexts, however, are not something "out there" for historians, or anybody 
else for that matter. to lift up and employ in order to evaluate the efficiency 
of a certain philosophical paradigm. More importantly, a text is never a closed 
system. A text here denotes not only printed texts which contain a particular 
discourse but philosophical systems and social contexts. A text generates its 
own effect, which cannot be limited to the intention of the author or the aim 
anticipated by the interest group. A discourse of liberation, subversion, and 
challenge to the status quo, even when it has been produced for the purpose of 
consolidating power within a group, cannot but engender, even in a dormant 
form, the effect of subversion, thus even undermining its own enterprise ifthe 
sole goal of such discourse was to consolidate the power of the group. 

A similar but delicately different issue to consider in our interpretation of 
the social dimension of Zen Buddhism is the intrinsic self-contradiction a text 
comes 'to be born with' in the process of its generation. A text is a product of 
different layers of meaning structure and these constituents of a text not only 
can sometimes include claims that are contradictory to each other, but in the 
ultimate sense cannot but give rise to self-contradiction. This is so because a 
text is itself an institution created through the suppression and manipulation 
of the heterogeneity of its constituents, a heterogeneity which needs to be 
curtailed in order to produce the intended meaning of the text. In addition, in 
the context of non-substantialist philosophy, by which I categorize Buddhism 
in general and Zen Buddhism in particular, self-contradiction is an inevitable 
stage. This is the case because of two reasons: philosophizing and language. 
A philosophical text contains a philosophical system in language. The non- 
substantialist mode of thinking, with its rejection of any type of institution 
because of the latter's substantializing tendency, cannot but make self-con- 
tradictory claims in the attempt to establish its own philosophy. The radical 



use of language in Zen literature is one device Zen employed to resolve this 
tension between the non-substantialist philosophy of Zen Buddhism and the 
institutionalization of meaning in language and a discourse. 

To rearticulate this idea in the context of the relationship between centrip- 
etality and centrifugality, we can formulate the self-embedded authoritarian- 
ism of Zen Buddhism as follows: centrifugality cannot exist without creating 
its own form of centripetal force in order to give legitimacy to centrifugality. 
As much as metaphysics relies on the transcendental conditions to anchor it- 
self, the a-metaphysical mode of thinking needs to create its own center to au- 
thorize the validity of the discourse. The inevitability and burden of creating a 
self-authority, auto-legitimacy, and self-foundation exist in a non-substantial- 
ist mode of thinking as much as in the substantialist and traditional concept of 
the metaphysical mode of thinking. Zen Buddhism is no exception. 

We noted that in the case of the silence of the Buddha. despite the Buddha's 
refusal of metaphysical and substantialist modes of thinking which he identi- 
fied with eternalism and annihilationism. the Buddha himself had to univer- 
salize his experience of the dependently co-arising nature of existence. In the 
case of Zen Buddhism, Zen philosophy emphasized the non-substantiality 
of the mind, language, and eventually, of the Buddha and enlightenment. 
However, the authenticity of such non-substantialist philosophy had to be 
endorsed in some way for it to claim its own validity. The irony that non- 
reliance itself needs to rely on some ground. and that non-conformity itself 
has to create a certain form of conformity of its own to be valid, suggests the 
possibility that a non-substantialist system can resort to a strictly authoritarian 
form of self-legitimatization because the validation comes by way of defeat- 
ing its own logic. The forms of self-legitimation most visibly employed in 
Zen tradition include the authority of the patriarch and that of the text. 

These two forms of auto-legitimation seem to be in a contradicting rela- 
tionship. One finds these two forms of authority alternatively employed in 
the process of self-legitimation of a particular Zen sect or a text since the 
beginning of the school. As the rhetoric of non-reliance on linguistic expres- 
sion becomes stronger, the patriarchal authority also becomes fortified; in the 
relative lack of the emphasis on patriarchal authority, textual authority regains 
its power.lh The gong 'an encounter dialogue is a good example of this chias- 
mic relationship of the patriarchal and textual authorities in Zen Buddhism's 
auto-legitimation. As a performance and speech act, the gong'an encounter 
dialogue cannot function without the authority of the Zen master who offers 
a seemingly illogical answer to the question. The radical challenge to the 
existing mode of thinking which constitutes the content of gong 'an discourse 
is framed within the unquestionable authority of the Zen master who presides 
over and conducts the gong'njq dialogue. The centripetal force concretized 
in the Zen master's authority facilitates the disnlantling ability of centrifugal 
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power in a gong'an episode. To claim that the latter is a mere foil to con- 
solidate the former seems to oversimplify the power structure and signifying 
process involved in gong 'an discourse in particular and discourse in general. 
The balance might tilt: at a certain point, the patriarchal authority might over- 
power the subversive character of a gong'an dialogue, and at other times, the 
radical message of a gong'an episode could weaken the patriarchal authority 
as the frame enabling the dialogue. The case of Zhaozhou's 'wu' seems to 
belong to the category of the former, whereas 'Nanquan's cat' belongs to the 
latter. The distribution of power, however, could be based more on the context 
in which a certain gong'an is accessed by the practitioner. 

When the spontaneity and thus the subversive nature of the gong'an epi- 
sode is denied and their retroactive inscription into the gong'an text is em- 
phasized (as is claimed by the historicist approach to gong'an literature), the 
relationship between the authority of the patriarch and that of the text enters 
into a new dimension. In this case, the authority of the patriarch is generated 
not by negating the authority of the text but through the text. Even though the 
act of producing the written texts of gong'an episodes was to promote and 
enhance the power of Zen masters, in this case, the Zen masters relied on the 
existence of texts, which is itself the evidence of textual power. Outwardly, 
the authority of the patriarch increased with the production of written texts: 
in reality, the authority of texts outwitted that of patriarchs. 

Gong'ans are arguably the most subversive device that the Zen Buddhist 
tradition has generated. Because of the non-confirmative nature of gong'ans, 
their contribution to the establishn~ent of internal power structures and 
authority seems less visible than that in the other form of auto-legitimation 
which Zen tradition has employed. A more visible f o m  of self-promotion 
appears with the interplay of patriarchal authority and exclusive veneration of 
a specific text as the most authentic form of imparting the Buddhist teaching. 
A good example is Huineng's Platform SGtru. In the Platform Slrtra, Huineng 
repeatedly emphasizes non-abiding as the keynote of his teaching. The Slrtl-a 
ends with Huineng's statement: "Among all, non-abiding was transmitted; 
even our minds do not abide."J7 The non-abiding nature of things, which 
is also another way of explaining non-substantiality or the selflessness 
of entities, served as a doctrinal foundation for Huineng's subitist claim 
of sudden enlightenment. The sudden enlightenment was endorsed as the 
"correct" way of practicing the Buddha's teaching in the Platfo~.nq SGtru first 
through the well-known poetry competition between Huineng and Shenxiu: it 
was again endorsed as the very teaching transmitted to Huineng by the Fifth 
Patriarch Hongren: and at the end of the book, in a deathbed conversation 
with his disciples, Huineng further endorses it as the teaching transmitted 
from the Seven Buddhas to ~ ~ k y a m u n i  Buddha and all the way down to 
Huineng himself, as we read: 
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Fa-hui asked: "From the very beginning up to now, how many generations have 
there been in the transmission of the doctriiie of the Sudden Enlighten~nent 
teaching?" 

The Master said: "The first transmission was from the Seven Buddhas [of the 
past], and ~Bkyainuni was the seventh. Eighth was KBsyapa, ninth Anada, tenth 
Madhyantika, . . . as of now I am the fortieth to have received the Law."48 

What is known as the dharma-lineage of Zen Buddhism is once again 
confirmed here by Huineng to authenticate the identity of the sectarian 
teaching of sudden enlightenment. This process of self-legitimation becomes 
completed with the consecration of the text itself. Huineng states: "When [in 
the future] this Dharma is to be handed down, it must be attained by a man 
of superior wisdom, one with a mind of faith in the Buddha dharma, and 
one who embraces the great compassion. Such a person must be qualified to 
possess this Sfitra, to make it a mark of the transmission, and to see that in 
this day it is not cut off."49 Huineng's case demonstrates how the teaching 
of non-abiding earns its validity through self-legitimation of the sectarian 
identity of sudden teaching. 

Non-reliance on language by definition assumes the existence of language; 
without language, one cannot consider non-reliance on language. Buddhist 
literature has been keenly aware of this issue. The famous Vimalakirti's 
silence, or the statement that the Buddha did not say a word during his forty- 
five years' teaching, could be representative of such an awareness. But the 
fact of the matter is that the Buddha did speak and so did Vimalakirti, and 
thus they could not free themselves from the problem of self-authorization. In 
this context, Chinul offers to us a profound statement regarding the self-con- 
tradiction involved in human beings' activities of thinking, articulating, and 
meaning-making. At the very end of his work P6pchippjdr.haeng nok clz6r3.o 
pybngip sagi (Excerpts jia~?z the Dl7a1.1na Collection and Special Practice Re- 
cord with Personal Notes), after he introduced the Ten Diseases of practicing 
hzratou meditation,jO Chinul writes: 

If you are truly an outstanding person, you will not be pressured by words 
and speech or by intellectual kilo\\ ledge and conceptual understanding. Then, 
throughout the twelve periods of the day. ~vhetlier you are in contact with sense- 
objects or involved with conditions, you \\.ill neither disseminate mundane 
truths nor formulate theoretical notions about the Buddha-dharma. If yo11 do 
find the living road, you will natilrally see the inistakes of all the Buddhas of 
the three time periods, and the inistakes of the six generations of patriarchs, and 
the mistakes of all the masters of this ge~ieration."~~ 

Despite the speech act performed by the Buddha through his silence as well 
as that of Vimalakirti and of Zen Buddhist gong 'an dialogue, the act of mean- 



ing production, which is an inevitable portion of philosophizing, cannot but 
create its own limits. As Chinul notes here, even the Buddhas and patriarchs 
cannot be exempted from the limits involved in these activities. 

If the self-legitimation process is an inevitable part of non-substantialist 
philosophy as much as it is the foundation of substantialist metaphysics, what 
would be the benefit of distinguishing the two? Are the differences merely a 
matter of degree or do they involve the nature of legitimation to the extent 
that they take us to a new dimension in our understanding of the function 
and meaning of legitimation? Our deliberation on the mutual indebtedness of 
the centripetal and centrifugal forces can be helpful to clarify this point. The 
proposal that centrif~~gality cannot exist without centripetality, nor revolu- 
tion without institutionalization, does not amount to negating tlie differences 
between tlie two. This is so because tlie forms of legitimations and tlieir 
functions within a discourse vary. It is through the consideration of different 
modes of self-legitimation, and not with the dream of a complete removal of 
legitimation itself. that one might approach a new mode for the legitimation 
process. The new mode can arise by considering a constant and consistent 
tension between the centripetal and centrifugal forces. 
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Chap ter  Seven 

Modernity, Postmodernity, 
and the Question of Legitimation 

1. Modernity, Postmodernity, and the Question of Legitimation 

The problem of legitimation has rarely been a topic in the history of Buddhist 
thought. When the Buddha legitimated the validity of his claim that depen- 
dent co-arising is the basic structure of the world, the claim was grounded 
in his experience: the Buddha understood the reality of the world during his 
meditations. and the reality he experienced was that the world is dependently 
arising and that no being is endowed with its own independent self-nature. 
Hence. experience legitimates the Buddha's claim, which becomes one of the 
sources of the odd relationship between Buddhism and language throughout 
the history of Buddhism. 

Legitimation comes to the fore in philosophical discussion when a dis- 
course begins to separate itself from the metaphysical foundation. Once the 
given in a discourse is challenged and understood as a retroactive imposition 
through the process of universalization of the local truth, the question of le- 
gitimation emerges as the most urgent and defining factor in the collstruction 
of t n ~ t h  and the power which sets the parameter for the truth to exercise its 
validity. The production of meaning, which is one main goal of an articula- 
tion. is related to an issue of legitimation. Meaning-production in a given 
narrative is not a free-flowing activity, but an action performed within the 
existing constraints. The rules of games, in this case, also mean the rules of 
those who have power. A postmodem critique of modernity, both in cultural 
modernism and modernist philosophy, offers a way of considering how dif- 
fering approaches to legitimation bring about changes in our way of under- 
standing beings and the world. 

In the discussions of modernity and postmodernity, the two have been 
frequently contrasted as if they were exclusive of each other: the modernist 



viewpoint is perceiked as totalitarian in social, cultural, and philosophical 
discourses, and postmodemism is understood as yet another promise of lib- 
eration. However, the relationship between what we call the modern and the 
postmodem exceeds the simplistic projection of a binary opposition. Instead, 
like centripetal and centrifugal forces, they are mutually influencing: they are 
in a relationship of tension. 

Jean-Franqois Lyotard defines the postmodern turn as "incredulity toward 
metanarratives."' The modern period is characterized by "any science that 
legitimates itself with reference to a metadiscourse . . . making an explicit 
appeal to some grand narrative."' As opposed to the modem metanarrative, 
Lyotard characterizes postmodernism in reference to its acknowledgements 
of small discourse (or little narrative; petit recit). The modern metanarrative 
includes "the dialectics of Spirit. the hermeneutics of meaning, the emancipa- 
tion of the rational or working subject, and the creation of wealth."' Lyotard 
contends that it shares as a narrative the assumed consensus between the 
sender of the message and its receiver. In modem grand narrative, "the rule of 
consensus between the sender and addressee of a statement with truth-value 
is deemed acceptable if it is cast in terms of a possible unanimity between 
rational minds: this is the Enlightenment narrative, in which the hero of 
knowledge works toward a good ethico-political end-universal peace."l As 
opposed to modem belief in the certainty of knowledge and its function as a 
creator of ethics and justice, postmodernism begins with the question: "Who 
decides what knowledge is. and who knows what needs to be decided?"' 

The dream of a metanarrative in the manifestation of modernity is notice- 
able in various fields of human sciences: man-centered Ego-Cogito in the 
modern Continental metaphysical tradition, the emergence of the artist-cre- 
ator in modernist art and literature. and imperialism and colonialism in mod- 
ern politics. Underlying these discourses is an attempt to erase "others" in 
an effort to establish the "the subject" at the center. The name of the game is 
universal emancipation, which is believed to become possible by the human 
heroes who are equipped with knowledge earned through the rational think- 
ing. Behind the tendency to create meta-narratives through human heroes 
in the modernist odyssey lies the human desire to seize reality. The struggle 
between the human desire and the reality of the world, which is, by nature, 
inhuman, constitutes the story of the modem period. The nature of the world 
is inhuman, and the inhuman, in this case, needs to be distinguished from the 
concept of the inhuman we are familiar with. 

Lyotard in this sense clarifies two types of inhuman-ness: "The inhumanity 
of the system which is currently being consolidated under the name of 
development (among others) must not be confused with the infinitely secret 
one of which the soul is hostage."" Hence, Lyotard asks, "What if human 
beings, in humanism's sense, were in the process of, constrained into, 
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becoming inhuman . . . ? And . . . what if what is 'proper' to humankind were 
to be inhabited by the inhuman?"' Needless to say, there exists a significant 
distance between the "inhuman" in the former and the "inhuman" in the latter. 
Humans are not at the center of the world and the world as it is does not have 
to be designed for the benefit of humanity. This also does not need to be 
understood as the universe being basically hostile to humans. Rather. Lyotard 
understands it as "the infinite secret of soul." Jacques Derrida would also join 
Lyotard in his understanding of the reality of existence as the "se~re t . "~  The 
"secret" for Derrida denotes the inexhaustibility of the context in which each 
event takes place. It is the totality of contextuality of one's existence, whose 
boundaries can never be reached because of their indeterminacy. 

Human efforts to create institutions reflect human being's desire to decode 
and dissect the secret of human existence. Institutions in this case are not 
limited to the for111s of commonly recognized entities, such as nation-states 
or governments, but also include those which are usually not thought of as in- 
stitutions, including philosophy, arts, or literature; and there exist even more 
subtle forms of institutions, such as language, normative forms of emotions, 
and ethics. For some postmodern thinkers and critics of modernist projects, 
modernism. both as a historical period and a cultural philosophical manifesta- 
tion, is the apex of the human dream to "humanize" the world. 

Lyotard declares: "Modernity, in whatever age it appears, cannot exist 
without a shattering of belief and without discovery of the 'lack of real- 
ity' of reality, together with the invention of other real i t ie~."~ In modern 
architecture, specific topographies are flattened and, thereby, erased, only 
to be re-created in the name of functionalism.1° In a similar manner, mod- 
ernist artists expressed their despair at the loss of a theocentric world. 
wliich. however, was event~ially replaced by another order in which art 
and artists assumed the position of the surrogate God. l 1  At the axis of this 
transformation from the disruption of the traditional world to the creation 
of a new world stands the artist. For modernist writers, "the world. reality, 
is discontinuous till art comes along . . . but within art all become vital, 
discontinuous, yes, but within an aesthetic system of position."I2 Time and 
history, as well as humans, regain their positions within the system created 
by the artists: a new order is established. The human-centered world cre- 
ated by modernist thinkers and artists, however, soon becomes the object 
of gloomier meditation on its nature before the postmodern era launches its 
full-scale criticism of modernist projects. The predecessors of the postmod- 
ern critique of the modernist Enlightenment project diagnose the exclusivist 
rationalism of modern philosophy and its projects as the principal cause of 
the very limit of the modernist vision. 

In this context, Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno remind us of what 
has been forgotten in the midst of the promotion of reason and universal 



emancipation in the Enlightenment thinkers' project of philosophical moder- 
nity. Despite the promise to eliminate superstition and break down the col- 
lective powers of myth through the exercise of the rational capacity of each 
individual, the projects of Enlightenment and modernity have turned out to 
be relapses into mythic power. Modernity has become its own victim in terms 
of creating and believing the myth of a universal emancipation of human 
"selfhood." The authors of Dialectic of Enlightenment thus write: "Myth is 
already enlightenment; and enlightenment reverts to mythology."l" Here, one 
finds another occasioll in which mythos and logos, fiction and truth, overlap 
in one's attempt to create a desired reality.'-' 

The chain of substih~tions is characteristic of this project of humanization 
of the world. The theocentric world is replaced by an anthropocentric world; 
the omnipotent God is replaced by the Cartesian thinking subject and the 
artist-creator; the power of the man-centered world is generated by a "myth" 
which will become a reality in the future. Lyotard thus writes: 

These narratives [of modernity] are not myths in the sense that fables would be 
(not even the Christian narrative) myth. Of course, like myths, they have the 
goal of legitimating social and political institutions and practices, laws, ethics, 
ways of thinking. Unlike myths, ho\vever, they look for legitimacy, not in an 
original founding act, but in a future to be accomplished, that is, in an Idea to be 
realized. This Idea (of freedom. "enlightenment." socialism, etc.) has legitimat- 
ing value because it is universal. I t  guides every human reality." 

The promise of unibersal emancipation justifies universal control. Both 
historical modernism in arts and the technocratic functionalism of soc~al  
modernization share the desire to control. Horkheimer and Adorno thus de- 
clare: "Enlightenment is totalitarian."'Horkheimer writes: "This mentality 
of man as the master (which was the essence of the Enlightenment view) can 
be traced back to the first chapter of Genesis."17 As a secular version of Chris- 
tian belief, the project of modernity states: "Man dominates nature and the 
world." To Horkheitner, Enlightenment has "always taken the basic principle 
of myth to be anthropomorphism,"18 and its tendency of domination reflects 
"the entire spectrum of Western thought."19 

The desire for dominance constitutes the core of modem culture. Julia 
Kristeva identifies such instances in the monotheism of Judeo-Christian tradi- 
tion, the phallo-centrism of patriarchal society, and the capital-monopoly of 
c ap i t a l i~ rn .~~  Jacques Derrida probides us with a list of traditions which are 
characterized by the dominance of central powers o\ er the margins which he 
names as: logocentrism, egocentrism. phonocentrism, phallocentrism, and 
ethnocentrism." In this spectrum of monotheism in religion, philosophy. the 
economic system, and gender and racial politics, those who are on the periph- 
ery are subject to the logic of the center. The East, women, people of color, 
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and the have-nots are controlled by the center, which renders the peripherals 
to be mortified and, eventually, silenced. 

The postmodern criticism of the modem, for its tyranny of reason, cannot be 
understood as a literal criticism of the human being's rational capacity, per se. 
Be it reason, emotion, intuition, or whatever faculty of human beings, be they 
Caucasian males or Asian women, the self-closure of a system separating its 
parameters of power from its environments and consolidating its center, shall 
be duly subject to the postmodern charge of modern totalitarianism. Once 
the relationships of the center and margins in the modernist project become 
identified, we begin to recognize another type of silence, which is similar in 
its source but different in nature from that of the Buddha and Vimalakirti. For 
the sake of convenience, we will call it postmodern silence, not in the sense 
that postmodemity has caused the silence, but in that it begins to recognize 
this type of silence as silence. 

2. The Buddha's Siletzce and Difkreizd 

Silence is a charged language in Buddhist tradition. The silence of the Buddha 
and that of Vimalakirti have been recognized as prime messages that the truth 
which Buddhism tries to expound is beyond linguistic expression and that the 
ultimate truth is always ineffable. The incompatibility between the ultimate 
tnith and language in this context has been repeatedly addressed by Buddhist 
scholars. What also needs to be recognized. however, is tlie fact that both the 
Buddha and Vimalakirti did speak. Their silence was language as charged 
with signification as any verbal communication. MaiijuSri thus acknowledged 
Vimalakirti's silence as being the best form of expressing non-duality, and the 
Buddha articulated his silence through the doctrine of the middle path. Both in 
the Buddha's and Vimalakirti's cases, silence demonstrates the limits of existing 
linguistic and philosophical structures. In understanding their silence, then, we 
need to move one step fiirther and consider the situation in which the different 
modes of thinking put the under-represented subject into actual silence. In this 
case, the silence does not signify a challenge to the existing linguistic expres- 
sion nor is it another form of co~nmunication that is more elevated than articula- 
tion itself. The silence, in this case, represents none other than a complete lack 
of communication in which the subject loses all the means to express itself. 

The two types of silence, that is, the silence of the Buddha and the post- 
modern silence, are caused by similar contexts. The subject either refuses or 
fails to conform to the existing means of articulation which include not only 
linguistic conventions but norms of the dominant mode of thinking in a given 
community. When the subject refuses to follow the norni, as in the case of 
the Buddha and Vimalakirti, to keep silence takes the form of a subversive 
act. However, when the silence is forced on the subject, instead of being the 



subject's speech act, the silence does nothing but confirm the subject's invis- 
ible existence. In a more nuanced and politicized understandi~lg of silence 
as invisibility, Lyotard explicates it by employing the concept "differend." 
Borrowed fro111 the context of litigation, dgirend, in the way Lyotard uses 
the term, refers to the situation when the plaintiff "is dii,ested of the means 
to argue and becomes for that reason a victim."" It is a "case of conflict, 
between (at least) two parties. that cannot be equitably resolved for lack of a 
rule of judgment applicable to both  argument^."'^ 

One memorable example of dijferend that Lyotard offers is a case regard- 
ing the existence of a gas chamber. Plaintiff A claims that the gas chamber 
was used to kill people, and, that once placed inside, no one survived. Defen- 
dant B demands evidence of this, and the only evidence slhe would take is 
testimony from an eyewitness. Since nobody has survived the gas chamber, 
A cannot provide any eyewitnesses. But, if there were someone who could 
testify to this. A's claim that the gas chanlber was used to kill people and that 
nobody sunived it could not be sustained. Either way. A fails to make hislher 
case and is at the mercy of the opponent to prove hislher claim. The case is 
characterized by the fact that "the 'regulation' of the conflict . . . is done in 
the idiom of one of the parties while the wrong suffered by the other is not 
signified in that idiom."14 On a surface level, dflerend is a linguistic problem 
in which the speaking subject fails to find proper language to express hidher 
situation. On a deeper lebel. it carries the complexity of the social, histori- 
cal, and philosophical context \vhich occurs when a dominant discourse in a 
society deprives other parties of their right to take different positions and the 
right to tell the story on their o\vn. 

The insight that postmodern discourse brings into this situation marks 
the limit of legitimacy as well as its conditionality. Postlnodernity does not 
simply contend that the truth or legitimacy exercised in a given situation at 
a given time by a particular agency is either illegitimate or wrong. Instead, 
the problem to recognize. from the postmodern perspective, is the fact that 
"[olne side's legitimacy does not imply the other's lack of legitima~y."?~ By 
the same token, one side's logical argument does not. by default, guarantee 
the other's lack of logicality. The binary and hierarchical model on which 
modernist discourse has anchored itself is not something that can be thrown 
away off-handedly; instead, the fundamental ambiguity and ambivalence 
which a discourse contains within itself should be nlanifested once parties 
involved in a discourse begin to receive due attention. To approach dgferend 
as a problem of narrative and legitimacy, instead of a searching for one truth 
and its legality, reflects the nature and orientation of postmodern discourse 
and its position in ethical and political domains. 

The postmodern investigation begins with the concern. as Lyotard puts it, 
"How do you prove the proof!"2h The most conlnlon responses to this ques- 



tion. especially in philosophical investigations, are of two types: either one 
falls into the infinite regression of searching for the origin of the origin ad 
infinitum; or one stops the flow of this regression at one point and turns it into 
one's own transcendental foundation. The former has been categorized as a 
part of nihilism, as the latter is a tendency generally found in a metaphysical 
tradition. An alternative to these two responses, one which has been unduly 
neglected, is to rephrase the question itself. That is, one can ask how one can 
still create meaning and continue the activity of searching for truth without 
proving the proof. Both Buddhism and the postmodernist turn in Continental 
philosophy can be understood as attempts to utilize this third option. When 
the Buddha refuses to answer the questions posed by Malunkyaputta or Vatsa, 
and later proposes his response to the questions as the middle path, the Bud- 
dha is not suggesting that the speculative issues on philosophical discourse 
are irrelevant to his philosophy. The Buddha's silence is not a refusal to dis- 
cuss the issues presented by Malunkyaputta, but is his way of problematizing 
the metaphysical mode of narrative. The issue to consider in reference to the 
Buddha's silence is not so much ~shat as ho~t*. By presenting the middle path 
as the core of his philosophy, the Buddha repudiates both annihilationism and 
eternalism in understanding the identity of self. The former is a corollary of 
nihilism, as the latter is of metaphysics. One cannot generalize that all differ- 
ent Buddhist schools and theories share the third alternative proposed here. 
However, one can contend that our discussions of Zen gorig 'an language and 
its social dimension, and Zen hzlatozl meditation and its potential as a subver- 
sive power, proffer us a clue to map out a Buddhist-postmodem paradigm of 
continuing to search for truth without closure. 

The modern asserts its "meta-narrative." the all-encompassing world of 
the one-theory and one-paradigm. in an attempt to control particularities in 
the phenomenal world. Unlike the modern nieta-narrative which subjugates 
and assimilates others to the discourse of the powerful under the logic of 
consensus. the postmodern turn is characterized by its recognition of "small 
discourses." As a constant reminder of the existence of different narratives, 
postmodemity begs us to examine conditions for the possibility of the co-ex- 
istence of small discourses without hierarchy. Postmodern small discourses 
take diverse fonns. Women will tell their versions of stories alongside the 
long-reigning meta-narrative of patriarchal tradition; Asians, African descen- 
dents, and other ethnic minorities will raise their voices against the centu- 
ries-long discrin~ination of ethnocentrism. Speak they will, but what kind of 
language will they speak? Mute for so long, speakers of small discourses are 
strangers to their onin language because their language has forgotten them. 
Narratives of sniall discourses have stories, but no idiom, no logic, and no 
language in which to tell tlie story-another moment of postmodern silence. 
Understood in this perspective, postmodernism, a time for sniall discourses, 



cannot take place by simply letting small stories be told; it puts up with their 
muteness, waits for them to find their phrases, and links them together so that 
diffe'rends find their own voices. 

For some people, the idea of letting different groups in a society raise 
their voices could be a scary thought. The inability to seize reality and to 
leave the multitudes to their own hands without properly regulating them 
could cause anxiety and make some worry. Charles Newman expresses 
his worries that the postmodelm "inflation of discourses"~' possibly fosters 
"cultural incoherence of the most destructive sort,"28 and Fredric Jameson 
characterizes postmodern hostility toward the center and regulating power 
as "schi~ophrenic."~Vurther, postmodernism has been blamed for creating 
an anything-goes culture, and conservative intellectuals in the United States 
have even accused postmodernism of having caused the decline of liberal 
education in American academia.jO 

For those who are discontent with the postmodernism of heterogeneity, 
Jiirgen Habermas's interpretation of postmodernism can be an appealing 
alternative to the Lyotardian proposal." For Habennas, postmodernity is 
another attempt to accomplish the original goal of the Enlightenment so as 
to complete the "incomplete" project of modernity. Habermas contends that 
postmodernity calls one's attention to the hannony of reason and imagina- 
tion. Postmodernity is an attempt to combine the Weberian sub-divisions of 
science, morality, and art into the realm of the life-world by employing them 
in the service of everyday life. 

With Habermas, the Frankfurt school's criticism of the modernity project 
following the Weberian line takes a positive turn. This turn anchors itself on 
what Habermas calls communicative action based on communicative reason. 
For Habermas, the problem entailed in nlodernity is not rooted in rationaliza- 
tion as such, but in the unbalanced development of different dimensions of 
reason. Accordingly, from this Liewpoint, both Weber (who reads rational- 
ization explicitly as the dominance of the instrumental form of reason) and 
Horkheimer and Adorno (who deny any trace of reason in the structures and 
institutions of modern life) are making the mistake of disnlissing "the selec- 
tivity of capitalist rationalization." Whereas Weber sees no possibility of rec- 
onciliation between substantial and instrumental reason, Habermas explicitly 
calls for their balance as a way back to the aim of the Enlightenment project 
to be continued in the future. For Habermas. the project of postmodernity 
is to revoke the assertion of separation and autonomy in Weber's divisions 
of reason back to the hernleneutics of everyday con~municat ion.~~ Doing 
so would complete the incomplete project of modernity. This Habermasian 
blueprint of postmodernity is grounded on his belief in rationalization. The 
"rationalization of everyday practice," Habermas suggests, should increase 
the possibility of coinmunication reached \ria rational understanding-agree- 
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ment, and this should further enhance the stnictures of inter-subjectivity in 
the life-world." 

For Lyotard, however, consensus is "a horizon that is never 
Lyotard argues that consensus, even when it is obtained through discussion, 
cannot find legitimacy if the heterogeneity and diversity of small discourses 
of the postmodern world are to be fully recognized. For Lyotard, the Haber- 
masian call for consensus is none other than a remnant of totalitarian phi- 
losophy. The back-to-the-future plan proposed by Habermas only reinforces 
another form of meta-narrative, in which the logic of 11.e ovemles  the logic of 
the~n. From Lyotard's viewpoint, the failure of such a meta-narrative of uni- 
versality, the promise of the project of modernity, was already inscribed into 
its inception. Here, the specific reference for Lyotard is the Declaration of tlie 
Rights of Man, in which the promise of free citizenship for all is overshad- 
owed by the emphasis on its author-ship: "We, the French People."3The door 
to universalism was already closed at the beginning of modernity. The meta- 
narrative of universal emancipation was liquidated with Auschwitz, which 
Lyotard characterizes as "the crime opening postmodernity."'h Auscl~witz, 
Lyotard announces, is the "paradigmatic name for the tragic 'incompletion' of 
rn~dernity."'~ The modernist dream of humanizing history by creating order 
and regulating diversity, Lyotard suggests. justified the logic of exclusion. 
Hence. Lyotard declares: "We have paid a high enough price for the nostal- 
gia of the whole and the one, for the reconciliation of the concept and the u 

sensible. of the transparent and the co~nrnunicable . . . Let us wage a war on 
totality; let us be witnesses to the unpresentable; let us activate the diffe~ends 
and save the honor of the 

One might ask how postmodern tolerance for heterogeneity validates itself 
without defeating its own claim. If truth is contingent upon the conditions 
of truth, and the conditions are set by those who have power to set the rules 
for the conditions. as much as modernist meta-narrative, the postmodern 
small discourses shall also be subject to the self-legitimating tendency of a 
discourse. In the process. small discourses themselves will create hierarchy, 
make them another form of meta-narrative, and turn tlie trend back to the 
niodernist paradigm. HOW s h o ~ l d  one be convinced that small discourses will 
remain appreciative of the horizontally layered heterogeneity of their identi- 
ties? Why should small discourses refuse to turn themselves into another meta- 
narrative, since any narrative-regardless of the number of people affected 
by the discourse-can turn itself into a totalitarian vision of a meta-narrative 
by universalizing its local values? Even in postmodemity, there is the subject 
who lives life and makes decisions in each and every moment. In postmodern 
small discourses, as in the modernist meta-narrative, there should be "we" who 
become nle~nbers of each small discoursc. Lyotard even declared that "we" 
should wage a war against the modernist desire for totality. Who could be this 



"we" through whom a war against the logic of "we" shall be waged? Is this 
"we" different from the modernist logic of "we" against "them"? 

Lyotard responds to this potential criticism against the postmodern "we" 
by defining the "we" in postmodemis~n as an "affair of linking phrases."3y 
Lyotard contends that the construction of "we" in post~nodemism is only 
provisional; there is no universalizing "we" that can create the totalitarian 
meta-narrative, hence, the postmodern "we" is like linking of fragmented 
phrases. In order to indicate the provisional nature of the postmodem "we" as 
opposed to the modem "we," Lyotard sometimes uses "we" with a question 
mark in parenthesis "we(?)," a technique analogous to Heidegger's "m'. 
This "we" is that which "is never n,e, neller stabilized in a name for we, 
always undone before being constituted, only identified in the non-identity 
between loo-the unnameable one, who requests-and me, the hostage."i0 
Like Kristeva's concept of the "subject-in-process," the postmodern "we" for 
Lyotard is never a fixed entity. The identity is always already non-identity, 
and subjectivity is possible only by being inter-subjectivity. 

3. Legitimating Small Discourses 

Modernity is a tendency to create a center. order, and unity, and thus fore- 
grounds homogeneity; whereas post~nodernity reveals the limits of the mod- 
ernist project and de~nonstrates that the creation of order is possible only 
through the humanization of inhuman reality. Lyotard explains the relation- 
ship as follows: "A work can become modern only if it is first postmodern. 
Postmodernism thus understood is not modernism at its end but in the nascent 
state, and this state is c~ns t an t . "~ '  Unlike the commonsense postulation that 
post-modemism, with its prefix post-, designates what comes after modem- 
ism, Lyotard reveals that modernism is our reaction to the conditions that we 
eventually identify as the postmodern. Without the initial awareness of the 
diversity of the world, one does not have to attempt to create a coherent sys- 
tem out of diverse existence in life. Also. unless one is exposed to the differ- 
ing values, universalism would not enlerge as a way to regulate differences. 
This explains why the postmodem mode of thinking rejects the linear and 
teleological time concept of metaphysics and projects a concept of time that 
considers the present only as a retroactive construction. Lyotard explains this 
nature of a non-teleological time line in postmodernism through the expres- 
sion, "the paradox of future anterior."12 

What would it mean to say that an incident is understood as the paradox of 
"future anterior," or that the signification of the present is possible only as an 
afterthought? The a-linear and a-teleological mode of thinking is not (or not 
just) about time but about the nature of reality. Fro111 this perspective, reality 
exceeds the frame of references that are available at a gilren moment, and that 
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is because, for Lyotard, an interpretation or a discourse can happen any num- 
ber of incolllmensurable ways. The idea rejects the modernist subject that is at 
the center of meaning-giving action as well as modemist universalism as the 
regulating factor of values and nonlls. As opposed to the organizing subject, 
the postmodem mode of thinking admits incommensurability amongst het- 
erogeneous language games. No one interpretation can be universal enough 
to encompass all the significations with which a discourse or an event is 
pregnant. Thus, each event is unique. Lyotard explains this uniqueness of 
each event, which defies any regulation by ready-made interpretations, with 
the concept of happening. That is, once postmodern sensitivity puts into ques- 
tion the legitimacy of meaning-giving action, each discourse and event in the 
postmodern is understood as just an occzwence. 

The postmodern warning signal calls for alertness. The meaning-giving-act 
through which humans try to control reality cannot be suspended. Situations 
already 'happen' before being regulated by logic, and the awareness of such 
a nature of situations is to be practiced. Lyotard writes: "Just occurrence . . .. 
That it happens 'precedes' . . . the question pertaining to what happens . . . The 
event happens as a question mark 'before' happening as a question. It happens 
is rather 'in the first place' is it happening, is this it, is i t p~ss ib l e?"~~  It should 
not be difficult to note in Lyotard's postmodem interrogative form the echo of 
the logic that Zen Buddhism employs in its gong'an encounter dialogue, es- 
pecially in the forni of hziatou meditation. Like Zen hzlatol~ meditation. which 
en~ploys the interrogative spirit to create a space for a practitioner to move be- 
yond the commonsense logic. Lyotard's postmodern questioning suspends the 
ready-made interpretation of an event. As Merleau-Ponty expounds clearly, 
interrogation is an effort through which both the subject who is interrogating 
and the object that is being interrogated meet in the chiasmic realm of middle 
point. Interrogation in the gong'an mode of thinking and Merleau-Ponty's 
philosophy represents the openness of being, as opposed to the seizure of 
reality in a declarative form of narrative, and so does Lyotard's postmodem 
interrogation. 

The sensitivity to the mutually penetrating effect of time radically chal- 
lenges the metaphysical concept of time characterized by teleological lin- 
earity. That the time and event exist as a future anterior does not imply a 
reversibility of time and meaning. The present will always be in the form 
of the future anterior, which amounts to saying that the grasping of present 
moments, and. by the same token, those of the past and future, is not pos- 
sible without an intentional and artificial construction of the concept of past, 
present, or future. The postmodern understanding of eyents as the future 
anterior, which refuses to resort to that point in time where one encounters 
the 'present', is to be ~~nderstood, then, as a manifestation not of time but of 
the unpresentability of events, whose boundaries always already exceed the 



existing signifying system. j4 The post~liodeni awareness of the incomnien- 
szrrable reality, according to Lyotard, refines "our sensitivity to differences," 
and thus "reinforce[s] our ability to tolerate the i n c ~ m m e n s u r a b l e . ~  

In the whole process of the Lyotardian discussion of postmodernism and 
its juxtaposition with modernism, on the one hand, and with the Haber- 
masian model of postmodernism on the other, one might feel that there is 
a missing link. To put it in a nutshell, would it be possible to completely 
break up with what is represented by the spirit of modernity, its concept of 
the subject at the center of meaning giving act: and its desire for universal- 
ism? Can consensus as proposed by Habermas be cotnpletely dismissed in 
postmodem endorsement of small discourses and indeterminacy? The post- 
modem for Lyotard is a break with the modernist universalist dream; it is a 
break-up without nostalgia, Lyotard ~ o n t e n d s . ~ H o w e v e r ,  an emphasis on 
postmodem diversity and heterogeneity with a desire to conipletely separate 
from the modernist centralizing power could be a symptom of the return of 
the modern. As much as the exclusive promotion of homogeneity in the case 
of modernity generates totalitarianism, a dream of pzwe heterogeneity can 
produce the same effect. 

Homogeneity is indebted to both regulating and dispersing forces, and so 
is heterogeneity. The exclusive elevation of postmodern diversity with an 
emphasis on a complete break with modernity can render the position of post- 
modem small discourses ambiguous. It raises the question of the validity as to 
the grounds of the postmodern claim that one needs to pay attention to small 
discourses and bear witness to the diff41"ends. Where does this responsibility 
or obligation come from when the transcendental foundation is denied? The 
consideration of the ambiguous position of small discourses raises questions 
about the ethical stance of postmodern discourse. In a situation when all and 
any legitimating foundation is negated, if no regulatory guide can be validated, 
and consensus is a horizon that can never be reached, how does even a small 
discourse validate its own existence'? One goal of postmodern discourse has 
been to deconstruct the self-imposed substantiality of modemist discourse. 
When a discourse is understood as an independent entity, it brings with it a 
certain form of power; meta-narrative is another name for the omnipotence 
of the power of a narrative and of those who control it. Subversive forces 
inevitably consolidate their power to subvert. which cannot but repeat the 
logic of "we" standing against the logic of "them." How would the Lyotardian 
paradigm of postmodernity avoid being a part of the power structure which 
it criticizes? Some have already raised the issue of whether sniall discourses 
are another grand-narrative.-" Others claini that this paradox itself makes the 
p o ~ t m o d e m . ~ ~  These doubts regarding the nature of the small discourse and 
small discourse's relation to grand narrative ask us to reconceptualize and 
clarify the position of small discourses in postmodernity. 



The modernist idea of meta-narrative and the postmodern concept of 
small discourses is a variation of one of the perennial themes in philosophy, 
which can be categorized under a general rubric of the one and the rnanq. In 
philosophical discourses, the issue has been discussed under the categories 
of universality and particularities, or unity and diversity. In the postmodern 
discourse, the expressions have been frequently replaced with the center 
and margins, fully charged with the social and political implications of this 
theme. One can also understand the relationship between the two poles in 
connection with the paradigm of centripetality and centrifugality. Different 
philosophical trends offer different visions as to the relationship between the 
two. As postmodernism refutes the possibility of a metaphysical foundation. 
it shows the tendency to completely dismiss the role of noumenon (or the 
unifying principle) which underlies phenomena. The point to consider. how- 
ever, is that. despite the seeming bipolar positions drawn from the linguistic 
renderings of the two poles under our consideration. the rapport between the 
two is rather subtle and complex in the sense that one cannot separate the 
two completely. This suggests us that a certain form of underlying principle 
might be possible without setting itself as a prir??a cazrsa and thus exercising 
its privilege as it does in the metaphysical paradigm. This foundation which 
is not founding is the one. but the oneness is possible by being not the one 
but the many. One might already detect here the echo of Zen philosophy as in 
the Zen gong 'an "All things return to one and to where does the one return?" 
Zen Buddhism constantly disperses the desire for the one truth but does not 
completely negate the existence of the one. This rather counterintuitive re- 
lationsllip between the one and the many, or noumenon and phenomena. is 
elaborately explored and systematized in an of East Asian Buddhist School 
known as Huayan Buddhism. 

In the following chapter, we shall explore the status of postmodern small 
discourses in connection with Huayan Buddhist philosophy on the phenom- 
enal world. On the one hand. the way in which Huayan philosophy presents 
the relationship between noumenon and phenomena is comparable to the 
relationship between the modem and the postmodern as outlined in Lyotard's 
postmodern philosophy. On the other hand, the nature of noumenon in 
Huayan Buddhisni maintains a distance fro111 the way in which modernist 
metaphysics envisioned the noumenal reality. In this combination, one might 
be able to find a paradigm which will better suit the nature and position of the 
small discourses in postmodernity. 





Chapter  Eight 

Postmodern Small Discourses 
and the Huayan World of Mutually 

Non-interfering Phenomena 

1. The Huayarz Fourfold Wovldview 
and Mutually Non-interfering Phenomena 

As a culmination of the doctrinal synthesis of Chinese Buddhism. Huayan 
Buddhisni has been best known by its fourfold worldview (or fourfold realm 
of reality; C. sifajie), which was first conceptualized by Dushun (557-640), 
and later systematized by Chengguan (738--840). The paradigm neatly theo- 
rizes the Huayan version of the theory of dependent co-arising, as explained 
through the relationship between noumenon and phenomena or the universal 
and the particular.' The fourfold worldview is a four layered hermeneutical 
proposition and does not have four different matching ontological states. In 
other words, the fourfold worldview does not claim the actual existence of 
four different le\rels of existence; it is a hermeneutical device to explain the 
nature and structure of existence by illuminating the relationship between 
nournenon and phenomena. The fourfold worldview consists of the reality 
rcalni of plienoniena (C. shzfajie), the reality realm of noumenon (C. Iifujie). 
the reality realm of the non-interference between nournenon and phenomena 
(C. /ishi ~i*uai jajie), and the reality realm of the non-interference among phe- 
nomena (C. shishi ~,ziai.fujie). 

The "reality realm of phenomena" designates the world of concrete reality 
in which diverse particularities co-exist. The "reality realm of noumenon," 
the second layer of the vision, conceptualizes an overarching principle which 
encompasses the diversity that is present in the phenomenal world; in the 
third level, since each and every phenonienon in the world com~nonly shares 
noumenon which pervades individual entities in the phenomenal world, the 
relationship between noumenon and phenomena is understood as non-inter- 
fering. As an extension of the third level, all the particular phenomena in the 
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world, being illustrations of noumenon, are understood as existing without 
obstructing one another. This fourth level of "the reality realm of non-inter- 
ference among phenomena" (or "the reality realm of ~nutually non-interfering 
phenomena") has been promoted as a culmination of Huayan Buddhist phi- 
losophy, the hallmark by which Huayan Buddhism claims the superiority of 
Huayan thought over other Buddhist schools, as the tradition identifies itself 
as the "complete teaching" or "perfect teaching" (C. ~~zrunjiao). 

The four layers of the fourfold worldview of Huayan Buddhism have 
too often been cited without critical evaluations of significant ramifications 
the vision entails. Seemingly simple on its surface level, a close look at the 
paradigm evokes questions that do not seem clearly articulated by the major 
thinkers of Huayan Buddhism during its inceptive period. Even though the 
fourth level of the fourfold worldvieu characterizes the world as "mutu- 
ally non-interfering," this cannot indicate that Huayan Buddhism does not 
recognize the conflicts existing in the world. On the contrary, Chengguan, 
the Fourth Patriarch of the school, acknowledges, "phenomena basically 
obstruct each other, being different in size and so forth."' If the conflicts in 
the phenomenal world are to be admitted. as Chengguan does in this passage, 
how should we interpret the hallmark statement of Huayan Buddhism which 
postulates a world in which particularities in the phenomenal realm co-exist 
without conflict? The question is quite relevant to our concern with postmod- 
em small discourses: why should we assume that sinall discourses co-exist 
without conflicts and without eventually expanding their local value into a 
universal one? 

Francis H. Cook claims that one of the major achievements of Huayan 
Buddhism lies in the fact that phenomenal diversity regained respectability 
in Huayan teaching, after it had been marginalized in the Mahsysna Buddhist 
schools preceding Huayan Buddhism. In this context, Cook evaluates char- 
acteristics of Huayan Buddhism with the following three aspects which he 
considers as distinguishing the school from Indian Buddhism: 

First of all, it is a universe in ~vliich phenomena h a ~ e  been not only restored to 
a measure of respectability. but indeed, have become important, valuable, and 
lovely. Second, to accept such a worldvieu would entail a radical overhauling 
of the understanding of traditional Buddhist concepts such as emptiness and 
dependent origination. Finally. it mould have meant that many of the important 
dogmas of Indian Buddhism ~vould have to be abandoned, such as the belief in 
gradual self-purification, the difference between the noulnenal and phenomenal 
orders, and the distinctions of the stages of progre~s.~ 

Cook's evaluations of Huayan Buddhism in this passage raise further ques- 
tions: (1) What would it mean to restore phenomena in Buddhist discourse'? 
(2) What is the nature of the radical reconceptualization of emptiness and 



dependent co-arising in Huayan philosophy'? and (3) What is the implication 
of abandoning, if that actually took place in Huayan Buddhism, gradual- 
ism of practice and self-purification, together with the differences between 
nournenon and phenomena'? Needless to say. all three questions are tightly 
interconnected with the construction of the Huayan Buddhist paradigm. In 
order to answer these questions, let us reiterate the basics of the fourfold 
worldview. 

On the surface level, the phenomenal world consists of diverse entities. 
Huayanists look into the seemingly fragmented existence of each phenomenon 
and expound that, on its nournenal level, the structure of existence is identical. 
Be it a stone, a cat, or a human, the underlying principle of existence cannot 
differ. Another way of articulating this view is to say that the phenomenal 
world exists as a manifestation of noumenon or principle (li). These two state- 
ments, even though they seem to express the same view, could represent two 
significantly different philosophical standpoints. In the first statement-dif- 
ferent entities in the phenomenal world exist with the same underlying ex- 
istential structure-the phenomenality of each existence is sustained and its 
nou~nenal structure is expounded. In the second statement-different entities 
in the phenomenal world are the reflection of noumenon-noumenon is the 
initiator of the different entities in the phenomenal world, and, as a result. 
the phenomenality of different entities is negated. The former explicates the 
relationship between phenomena and nournenon without privileging either, 
whereas. in the latter, noumenon has a priority since it is the ground for the 
existence of phenomena. Depending on one's hermeneutical position regard- 
ing the complex presentatioris offered in the major corpus of Huayan Bud- 
dhism, the school invites both interpretations. In the case of former, Huayan 
Buddhism can be understood, as Cook did. as a paradigm to vindicate the 
equal position of diverse entities in the phenomenal world. In the latter, 
Huayan philosophy can lead a totalitarian vision in which the principle of the 
one subjugates the many in the name of noumenon. 

The totalitarian interpretation of Huayan Buddhism and its application to 
political power has been noted by Korean historians in their assessment of 
the role of Buddhism in the historical context of Korea. The establishment 
and flourishing of Huayan (Hwabm) Buddhism in Korea corresponds to 
the unification of the Korean peninsula by the Unified Silla dynasty during 
the seventh century. In this context a claim has been made that the Huayan 
doctrine of the fourfold worldview offered a philosophical foundation for the 
establishment of a centralized authoritarian monarchy: 

Among these [various Buddhist sects] i t  was the Avantamsaka (Hwahm; Chi- 
nese: Hua-yen) that was accorded the inost devout adherence by aristocratic 
society  lien Silla was i t1  full flourish. Hwahm taught the doctrine of all encoln- 



passing harmony, that the one contains the multitude and that the multitude is as 
one, a concept that sought to ernbrace the myriad of sentient beings within the 
single Buddha mind. Such a doctrine was well suited to a state ~vith a central- 
ized power structure under an authoritarian rnonarchy and this surely was one 
reason why the Huabm teaching was welcomed by the ruling elite of Unified 
Silla's ari~tocracy.~ 

We will not dwell on the social and historical aspects of this evaluation 
of Huayan Buddhism but take this as one concrete example of a totalitarian 
reading of the Huayan paradigm. What is most relevant to our discussion in 
this context is the affinity between the centripetal and centrifugal forces or 
between totalitarian and dispersing powers that a thought system is pregnant 
with. As in the case of Zen Buddhism, in which Zen Buddhism's radical 
challenge to authoritarianism and its self-generated authoritarianism co-exist, 
Huayan Buddhist philosophy can also be interpreted either as an endorsement 
of diversity or that of totalitarianism. 

What is the nature of the principle or noumenon in Hilayan Buddhism? 
The li is characterized by the basic Buddhist doctrine of dependent co-arising, 
especially in the form of emptiness as elaborated in the Miidhyamika school 
of Buddhism. Buddhist tradition claims that entities, by nature, lack the self- 
nature that sustains an entity in separation from other existence. Huayan Bud- 
dhism also subscribes to this position. Existence, in this sense, is understood 
as inter-relationship, and subjectivity, as intersubjectivity. No entity contains 
its self-nature or independent essence of its own. but exists in conjunction 
with other beings. 

If Huayan Buddhism shares with MBdhya~nika Buddhism in its under- 
standing of noumenon as the Buddhist concept of emptiness, Huayan Bud- 
dhism diverges from MBdhyamika Buddhism in that it pays close attention 
to noumenon's manifestation in each phenomenon. In this context, a series of 
hermeneutic tools are introduced in order to explain the intrinsic non-identity 
of a being and, thus, the mutual dependency of things. One set of such hern~e- 
neutical device Huayan Buddhism employs includes the concepts of "mutual 
identity" (C. xiangji) and "n~utual containment" (C, siangru). The latter is also 
translated as "mutual pervasion," "mutual penetration," or "mutual interpen- 
etration," which we will use interchangeably, depending on the context. The 
ideas of lnutual identity and mutual containinent are well articulated in the 
Huayan signature expression: the one is the manj and the many are the one. 
The basic position here is that the one attains its identity through the many, 
and vice versa. Because there is the one, the many become possible, and since 
the one attains its identity by being accepted by the many, the one becomes 
the many. The one and the many are not only closely related, but cannot be 
separated, which is called n~zitlrul idetitih.. The one and the many are separate 
concepts but their identities are established by the existence of the other side. 
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For example, the identity of the number "one" in the numerical system cannot 
have its meaning without all of the non-number-one elements in the system. 
The ironic corollary of this mode of thinking is that each individual number 
in the system, as it is, represents the entire numerical system, since, without 
each individual number, the systenl itself cannot be the whole. The whole in 
this sense is not a mere collection of individual parts as our commonsense 
logic would like to hold; instead, each individual part, itself, represents the 
whole. This Inode of thinking is also distant from the idea that a whole is 
more than an accumulation of individual entities as proposed by the theory of 
social organism. Whereas the theory of the social organism views a society as 
a whole-that is, an organism-and individual entities in a society as a part of 
an organism (and thus functioning only as a part), the Huayan vision of mutual 
penetration offers a radical endorsement of the individuality of each existence. 
Such radical endorsement is simultaneously subsumed into the radical nega- 
tion of individuality since the identity of an individual entity is possible only 
through its relation to the whole. Huayan Buddhism explains this relationship 
between a part and the whole through the concept of "the same body and the 
different body" (C. tongti piti): the part and whole are the same in the sense 
that the part is, itself, reflecting the whole, and the whole cannot exist without 
the part; but, at the same time, the part and the whole are different as they are, 
and, in this sense, they are different bodies. 

The ideas of mutual identity and mutual containment are also explained 
through the concepts of "simultaneous arising" (C. tongshi dzmqi) and "simul- 
taneous containment" (C. tongshi hzuhe), respectively. Take the example of 
the letter "A," The letter "A" cannot have meaning outside of a larger picture 
called "alphabet"; it belongs to a language named "English," and then a cat- 
egory called "language." When one says "apple," each letter. "a." "p," "p," "I," 
and "e," exists within the structure of the English linguistic system. An "a" 
cannot exist by itself, nor does it have any intrinsic meaning. Hence. when the 
word "apple" is articulated, an "a" or a "p" and other letters in this word have 
the same value, which Huayan Buddhism calls "muhlal identity": the identity 
of "a'' makes possible the identity of "p" and vice versa; the identities of "a'' 
and "p" arise simultaneously through mutual indebtedness. At the same time, 
"a" contains "p." "I," "e," the meaning "apple," and the English linguistic 
system as well at a given moment when a speaker articulates an "apple," with 
the intention of communicating the meaning of an "apple." The whole "apple" 
does not exist in separation from each individual letter of the linguistic system, 
meaning stmcture, and so on and so forth. All of the elements which contribute 
to the meaning-giving action of "apple," a d  in$nitun?, simultaneously arise 
at the moment the word "apple" is articulated. At the moment that "apple" is 
articulated, "a" is an apple, English, and a linguistic system. Hence the Huayan 
dictum: "one particle of dust contains the entire world." 



To further examine the Huayan doctrine of the relationship between the 
part and the whole, let us consider the relationship between a part of one's 
body and the entire body. The common sense understanding takes it granted 
that when we put each part of a body together, they create the whole called 
the body. Huayan Buddhism claims that one specific part of one's body is 
the sole cause of the entire body in a given moment for a given reference, 
and the same is the case with any part of the body, that is, eyes, fingers, and 
so on. Several indications are involved in this claim. First, the Huayan para- 
digm challenges the essentialist view of identity by blurring the demarcation 
between differing identities. A simple question illuminates the issue at hand 
in this case: where does one draw the line between one's nose and non-nose 
parts in one's face? To claim that different parts of one's body constitute parts 
of a whole, and, thus, a whole is a collection of these parts, assumes a separate 
existence of each part of one's body. This approach claims that the nose is an 
independent entity as much as an individual self. However, as the attempt to 
draw a dividing line between a nose and a non-nose part of one's face makes 
us aware of the intrinsic ambiguity involved in this action, so does the divi- 
sion between the self and non-self. The non-self elements of one's existence, 
such as a room where one places one's physical entity at each moment, or 
a group such as one's family to which one belongs, emerge as fundamental 
components of one's identity. 

W h e n  Huayan  Buddhism asserts that a part-the nose, for  example-is 
the sole cause of a whole-the body-at a given moment, it does not suggest 
that a nose is exclusively the only supreme cause of the existence of the body. 
A nose is the sole cause of a body at a given moment for a given referential 
purpose, and so is each section in the rest of one's body. 

Fazang (643-712), to whom the Huayan herlneneutic devices have been 
attributed, expounds on the issue in detail in his Cfirjiao zhcrng (Treatise on the 
Five Teachings). In chapter ten of the book, Fazang explains the differences 
between Huayan Buddhism and other Buddhist schools, as follows: 

In the perfect causation of the one vehicle of Sainanthabhadra [Huayan Bud- 
dhism], the inexhaustible dependent co-arising \\it11 the complete activities of 
intersubjectivity is the stage of ~~lt i inate  \visdom. The concepts of emptiness 
and existence tnake mutual identity possible; the concepts of function and 
non-function make mutual interfusion possible. The concepts of reliance and 
non-reliance on origination [dependent co-arising] make the same and different 
bodies possible. Based on these ideas. it is possible to put the entire world into 
the follicle of a hair.' 

The passage succinctly summarizes the Huayan Buddhist phenomenol- 
ogy. In this passage, the possibility of seemingly counterintuitive concepts 
of mutual identity and mutual containment, which culmi~iate in the idea of 
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"putting the entire world into the follicle of a hair," is explained through the 
co-existence of opposite natures in an entity: that is, coexistence of empti- 
ness and existence in the case of the mutual identity, of function and non- 
f~unction in the case of mutual containment, and of reliance and non-reliance 
on dependent co-arising for the concept of the same and different bodies. 
The Buddha's logic of the middle path which constructs itself through 
the violation of the logic of non-contradiction and which dominates Zen 
gong 'an literature once again offers the ground for the Huayan paradigm for 
understanding the phenomenal world. In his elucidation of the above three 
concepts, Fazang employs the relationship of the individual numbers in 
counting them from one through ten, which we have briefly discussed. Ten 
is the number that Huayan thinkers consider to be the perfect number; like 
Huayan Buddhism, which the school's patriarchs envision as the "perfect 
and complete teaching," Huayan thinkers contend that in the number ten is 
inscribed the perfection they envision. In this sense, it was not a random 
choice that Fazang chose to use the exa~nple of the relationship between 
numbers one and ten to expound his doctrine of the Huayan theory of the 
interpenetration of parts and the whole. 

In the structure of numbers one through ten. one is a part and ten is its 
whole. Since one and ten are different, they are "different bodies" (C. j9iti). 
In the identity of one and ten. their relationship is characterized by their 
"reliance on dependent origination." Neither one nor ten exists by itself, for 
one is one by virtue of the existence of the rest of numbers in the one-to-ten 
system, and ten is ten by birtue of the existence of the other nine numbers. 
This relationship is explained by Fazang with the co-existence of emptiness 
and existence. Number one exists as number one in separation from the other 
nine numbers, hence existence; but number one. as explained so far, becomes 
number one only when there are the other nine numbers; hence, its identity 
is empty. Because an entity contains the nature of both existence and empti- 
ness, or identity and non-identity, this is called mutual identity. The identity 
of one is possible because of the co-existence of number ten and the other 
nine numbers, and the same can be said for all other numbers in the system; 
therefore, their identities are mutually the same. Another way of explaining 
this inter-subsiu~nption of existence and emptiness, of identity and non-iden- 
tity, and of function and non-function at work in Huayan paradigm of identity 
construction is by virtue of mutual containment. One exists as one. and, thus, 
functions as one in the numeric system of one-to-ten. However, the function 
of being one is possible only when the rest of the nine numbers function as 
they are; the function of being one is possible through its non-function as 
one, that is, its subsuming non-one-functions of other nine numbers. The end 
result is that one fu~lctions as one. both by virtue of its function as one and 
through its non-function as one. 



The concept that one and ten are the "same bodies" (C. tongti) in the con- 
text of mutual identity and mutual containment can be explained through the 
same logical ramifications. The major difference to be noted is that, in the 
approach of the "same bodies" in understanding the relationship between one 
and ten, one is explained as being a part of a series of one to ten, whereas, in 
the concept of the "different bodies," one is explained in its relationship with 
the rest of the nine numbers. Since one is already within the number ten in 
the concept of "the same bodies," this is called "non-reliance on dependent 
co-arising" (C. budaiyzlan). Non-reliance on dependent co-arising does not 
imply that an entity has its own independent substance which is immune 
from external stimuli and conditions; if this were the case, the theory would 
be directly contradicting the basic Buddhist doctrine of non-existence of self- 
nature in an entity. The non-reliance on dependent co-arising indicates that 
the cause is included within the entity; hence, there is no outside to construct 
dependency between or among entities. The concepts of the "same body" and 
"non-reliance on the dependent co-arising" are important in understanding 
the Huayan Buddhist conceptualization of what is known as "nature-origina- 
tion" (C. xingqi), to which we will come back. 

Huayan Buddhism has been known as the culmination of the doctrinal 
sophistication of Chinese Buddhism. The doctrinal elaboration of Huayan 
Buddhism, however, is not achieved at the expense of reality. The habit of 
contrasting theory (doctrine) with practice frequently interprets Huayan Bud- 
dhism as an abstruse theorization that ignores the practical level of Buddhism. 
However, Huayan Buddhism, in terms of its ultimate goal. is an effort to ar- 
ticulate Buddhist doctrine at the level of immediate reality, which is the world 
of phenomena, and by doing so, leads the practitioner to understand each and 
every phenomenon as an occasion to realize the nature of the world. Huayan 
Buddhism, in this sense, paves a path for Buddhism to return to the phenom- 
enal world, as Cook pointed out, after a series of doctrinal elaborations in 
Mahayana Buddhism. Dushun, the retroactively appointed First Patriarch of 
the Huayan school, confirms the idea in his Hc~uyat? uwjiao zhigztan (Cessa- 
tion and Contemplation in the Five Teachings of Huayan). 

In this essay, Dushun explains, "The scripture states, 'linguistic rendering 
is different from practice. Truth is divorced from words.' Hence, noticing 
such phenomena as our eyes' seeing and our ears' listening and so forth is [the 
very way ofl entering into the midst of the dependent co-arising of the realm 
of reality [dharrnau'lz6t~]."~ In other words, each and every phenomenon is to 
be understood as the unfolding of the underlying noumenon of the phenome- 
non. However, the ultimate confirmation of noumenon becomes possible only 
through the actual happening of each phenomenon, In this sense, Huayan 
Buddhism emphasizes that the Buddhist noumenon of interdependence is not 
a separate entity or an abstract concept that can exist beyond reality, but that 
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which is taking place each and every tnoment in this world, here and now. 
Any one phenomenon is a manifestation of the conditional nature of all things 
in the universe. This vision of simultaneous arising of each individual phe- 
nomenon as a manifestation of the entire whole and, at the sanle time, each 
individual entity's inter-subsumed identity, is well described in the signature 
itnage of Huayan Buddhism known as Indra's net. Dushun writes: 

. . . the celestial jewel net of Kanishka. or Indra. Emperor of Gods. is called the 
net of Indra. This imperial net is riiade all ofjewels: because the jewels are clear. 
they reflect each other's images, appearing in each other's reflectioris upon 
reflections. ad infiniturn, all appearing at once in one jewel, and in each one it 
is so-ultimately there is no going or corning. Now for the moment let us turn 
to the southwest direction and pick a jewel and check it. This jeu-el can show 
the reflections of all the jewels all at once-and just as this is so of this jewel, 
so it is of e\,ery other jewel: tlie reflection is multiplied and remultiplied over 
and over endlessly. These infinitely multiplying jewel reflections are all in one 
jewel and show clearly-the others do not hinder this. If you sit in one jewel. 
then you are sitting in all the jewels in every direction. multiplied over and over. 
Why:' Because in one jewel there are all the jewels. If there is one jewel in all 
the jewels, then you are sitting in all the jeuels too. And the reverse applies to 
the totality if you follow the same reasoning. Since in one jewel you go into all 
the jextels without leaving this one jewel, so in all jewels you enter one jewel 
without leaving this one jewel.' 

The image of Indra's net has been employed as a representative of the 
Huayan Buddhist vision of the relationship between the part and the whole 
or o f  phenonlena and noumenon. Indra's net is the ultimate example of the 
infinite inter-subsumption of beings (C. chongchor~g wtrjii7), in which the idea 
of "mutual identity" and "mutual containment" is fully exercised. 

2. Mutually Conflicting Phenomena and Totalitarian Noumenotz 

Indra's net has been understood as representing the egalitarian vision of 
Huayan Buddhism with its ultimate declaration of the mutually non-interfer- 
ing phenomena. The image, however, needs to be used with caution if we are 
to understand tlie image of the net with the reality of the world in mind. As 
Chengguan admitted. "phenomena basically obstruct each other, being differ- 
ent in size and so forth." The phenomenal world is charged with conflicts, and 
the vision offered by the image of Indra's net does not seem to consider the 
conflicts existing in the phe~lolnenal world. How is Chengguan's acknowl- 
edgement of conflict among phenolnena represented either in the image of 
Indra's net or Fazang's elaboration of the non-substantialist identity of eacll 
phenomenon'? Does this indicate that Huayan Buddhism promotes its vision 
of noutnenon at the expense of phenomenal reality'? 
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Let us consider the issue with the following examples. Suppose a person 
X had shrimp scampi for his dinner. On a pragmatic level, between the per- 
son X and the shrimp the person consumed for his dinner, there exists an 
inevitable conflict, even when X was not directly involved in the catching 
and killing of those shrimp. X is a predator, and shrimp are victims of hu~nan 
beings' activities of profiting from trading the shrimp, taking their lives for 
their nutritional value, or just to subdue one's hunger. One might assume that, 
based on our discussion of the mutually non-interfering phenomena, from 
the Huayan perspective, no conflict between the person X and shrimp should 
exist. This interpretation further contends that as i~ldividual entities, neither 
the shrimp nor a person X can interfere with the other because both of them 
lack self-nature; since no subjectivity that can construct objective reality can 
exist. the construction of interference is not possible. This logic leads us to 
the non-obstruction among phenomena as the ultinlate vision of the fourfold 
worldview of Huayan Buddhism. Can this be the implication of the fourth 
level of the fourfold worldview? 

Let us consider another scenario. Suppose a person Y tripped over a branch 
on a mountainside, hit his forehead against a nearby rock, and suffered an 
open wound. The existence of the branch. the rock. and Y are obviously in a 
conflicting relationship, even if this non-intentional occurrence were to have 
taken place between an animated organism and inanimate objects. Once again 
one might assume that. from the perspective of the Huayan fourfold world- 
view, there cannot be any conflict among the constituents of the incident, 
for none of them has self-nature. One might also contend that the first and 
second examples cannot be put into the same category because the former 
involves humans' intentional actions whereas, in the latter, no intentionality is 
involved. The seemingly clear border of the presence or absence of intention- 
ality in these two exa~nples becomes nebulous with our third example. 

In the natural world, a tiger will eat a rabbit. Like the person X who 
consumed shrimp for his meal, a tiger consumes a rabbit for its meal. What 
would, from the Huayan perspective, be the position of the conflict between 
the rabbit and the tiger? Is there an intentionality in~olved  in a tiger's con- 
sumption of a rabbit? If this relationship between a tiger and a rabbit does not 
involve intentionality and is considered the result of a food chain of entities 
which simply follows the natural environmental setting of the world, one 
should ask where we draw the line between "naturalness" and "intentional- 
ity.'' Is nature devoid of conflict because of the simple fact that it is natural? 
The relationship between X and the shrimp in the earlier exa~nple can be 
expanded to any types of relationship between a predator and its victinls or 
the exploiter and the exploited in our society, which takes the issue into a 
broader context of ethical i~nplications of the Huayan fourfold worldview. 
The questions we raise here have m~~ltilayered significance. First of all, the 
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investigation questions the ethical relevance of the Huayan Buddhist world. If 
both the predator and its victim can be put in the same value structure because 
of the fact that both lack self-nature, does this amount to saying that Huayan 
Buddhisn~ does not have a moral and ethical system? Does Huayan Buddhism 
neutralize the obvious conflict and its discriminating reality in our society and 
even promote the idea that one should be complacent with the conflict in the 
phenomenal level by nullifying it with the egalitarian reality on the noume- 
nal level? Secondly, this investigation raises a her~neneutical question: What 
would be the Huayan interpretation of the existence of clear conflicts on tlie 
phenomenal level, regardless of their ethical evaluation? The third layer of 
this question involves a pragmatic and soteriological dimension: How would 
the Huayan Buddhist paradigm help individuals deal with reality which is 
obviously charged with conflicts'? 

In order to answer these questions, let us revisit the fourfold worldview, 
or four dhar-ii~a~/hlhatu, which we have examined. and we will do so by begin- 
ning with the Huayan definition of the term d/~ar~nadhiitzr (C. ,j+jie). which 
we have translated as "worldview," or "the realm of reality." In an essay 
on dl~armad/~Zt~i.  Kang-nam Oh succinctly sums up how the meaning of 
the term has gone through evolution in the course of Buddhist history. As a 
Sanskrit conlpound of dharmn and ~IhZtzr. the term literally conveys a variety 
of meanings, including "dhamia-element," "the reality of dharma." "the es- 
sence of reality." and "ultimate reality," among o t l ~ e r s . ~  Oh explains that in 
the Dig/~cz-nik.I?u, one of the texts in early Buddhism, the term is employed 
to denote the "principle of truth" or "the causal nature of things."Vn the 
Sc1i?i>.zrtta-~ik6~-~1, another of the early Buddhist texts, dhal-madh6tu is listed 
as the seventeenth out of the eighteen dliiitrrs, in which "d11at~l is regarded as 
the object of the mind (manas), in the same way as color is the object of the 
eye or sound is tlie object of the ear."1° 

More relevant to our discussiotl of the Huayan concept of u'flai.l71ad/iijtzt is 
Oh's evaluatio~l of the contrasting views of dI1arn7ad/1iitzr in the Madhyamika 
philosophy and the YogBcara system. Oh claims that in Nagarjuna's 
Madhyamika thought, because of his prioritization of the ultimate real- 
ity, Nagarjuna employs expressions such as emptiness (izil~j.atZ), reality 
(dhainiatZ), or suchness (tathatii), instead of dl1arn7adliiitzr. On the other 
hand, in the Yogacara tradition, Oh contends, d/~rn~~iadl~~?tzr is used as one 
of the designations of the Absolute. Especially in the LaiikZ,~atZra-sz7tr.a. 
dhai.i~~adl~&zc is synonymous with Zla~.a~*(/fiZna, tathiigat~rgai*hha and citta, 
and, thus, "is invested with positive significance."" The discussion of the re- 
lationship between the ultimate and coriventional realities in the Madhyamika 
philosophy. as well as the issue of a positive or negative significatio~l of 
d/~ni.ii~adl~.Itzr in Yogacara, is still very much debatable. to say the least. 
However, this brief survey of the differing concepts of u'hai*mud/~lcrftr in dif- 



ferent Buddhist schools suggests that the concept of dharrnadhiitzr in a Bud- 
dhist school reflects the school's view of the ultimate reality and its location. 
In Oh's interpretation, Niigiirjuna's elevation of the ultimate reality into the 
status beyond the conventional realm together with his tendency to consider 
the conventional realm as falsity results in the depreciation of dharmadhiitzi 
in the Miidhyamika school, whereas, in the Yogiiciira school. dlzarmudl?iitu is 
identified as the reality itself, that is, the matrix of Tathagata. In both cases, 
however, dlzat-n7adhiitli is understood as separated from the phenomenal 
world. Comprehending the Huayan concept of the d/iat.nzadhGtu in this con- 
text, we can better understand Francis Cook's evaluation in our earlier cita- 
tion that Huayan Buddhism brought respectability back to phenomena. 

In his essay, Hziayan fajie xzranjitig (Mirror of the Mysteries of the Realm 
of Reality of Huayan), Chengguan explains the meaning of dhatzr (C. jie) by 
drawing a distinction between the dhitzi (or realm) in the dharrnadhiitzr of 
noumenon and that in phenomena: 

In naming a phenomenon a "realm," by "realm" we mean "divisionn-refening 
to phenomena in terms of the divisioils of infinite differentiations. In naming 
noulnenon a "realm." by "realm" we mean "nature" [C. xing], because infinite 
phenomena have the same unitary nature. The reality-realm of noninterference 
contains both the sense of division and nature. Without destroying phenomena and 
noumenon, there is still no interference between them; therefore the fourth level of 
the reality-realm also contains both meanings, because nature merges phenomena 
but individual phenomena do not lose their form-in accord with nature they 
merge, ~nultiplied and re-n~ultiplied without end." (Translation modified.) 

Seminal aspects of the Huayan view of ultimate reality, its location, and its 
relation to the phenomenal world can be identified in this passage. Huayan 
Buddhism applies the term dharrnad/?Gtz/ to both noumenal and phenomenal 
realms. In doing so, Chengguan makes a distinction of the meaning of dhGtzc 
in the former and in the latter, without forgetting to emphasize that they can- 
not be separated. The individuality of phenomena remains as it is, for division 
is what characterizes the phenomenal world of entities; however, the division 
and distinction of each entity does not negate the underlying noumenal real- 
ity of each entity, which Chengguan identifies as the unifying nature. That 
is, Huayan Buddhism understands phenonlenal reality in connection with 
noumenon, bringing the phenomenal world back into the Buddhist discourse. 
That said, if we look into the nature of this phenoinenal world which is de- 
scribed by Dushun and Chengguan, there is something unclear in the way 
in which Huayan Buddhism deals with the world of phenomena. Like each 
jewel in Indra's net, each entity exists in division, but its characteristics as 
an individual entity seem completely erased in their 'belonging togetherness' 
with the totality of the net. The phenomenality of each entity is affirmed only 



to be negated. As a result, the diversities in the phenomenal world simply 
become reflections of the noumenal. If this is the case, can the school still 
claim the mutually non-interfering phenomena as its hallmark? 

The non-obstruction in the level of phenomena in the way it is described 
by the Huayan patriarchs seems possible only through noumenon. If that is 
the case, one can argue that in the Huayan fourfold worldview, the individu- 
ality of phenomena or even the phenomena themselves exist only nominally. 
In this context, one can draw the following reinterpretation of the example 
of the person Y's flipping over a branch. Each constituent involved in this 
incident has both phenomenal and noumenal levels: a protruded branch on 
the ground. Y's foot flipping over it, the rock, and the action of bumping 
his forehead against the rock, the rock itself. Y's frustration about the event, 
anger and pain due to the open wound-all exist as momentary phenomena 
whose nature is all the same, empty; the non-reality of each entity is derived 
from the fact that each of the constituents of the event lacks self-nature and 
does not and cannot obstruct the others. The same can be said about the con- 
flict between the shrimp and the person X, or that between the predator tiger 
and its victim rabbit. 

The non-obstruction among phenomena in the fourfold worldview, then, 
is possible only as an inference drawn from the contelnplation of noumenon. 
Huayan Buddhism justifies this vision of phenomena as a reflection of 
noulnenon with its clairn that the final stage of the fourfold worldview is the 
world seen by the Buddha when he was in the deep samiidhi of oceanic reflec- 
tion. The vision of the non-obstructing world of phenomena is not the world 
experienced by un-enlightened individuals, but a postulation for the future as 
a promise to be realized once one attains enlightenment. Here, we are once 
again reminded of Chinul's criticism of Huayan Buddhism for its elevation 
of the ultimate goal. or the state of enlightenment, without properly offering 
to the practitioner a means to reach this realm. 

Modem Buddhist scholarship has also been keenly aware of Huayan 
Buddhism's tendency of privileging noumenon and negating phenomena. A 
claim has been made that. despite the Huayan promotion of the fourth level of 
"mutually non-interfering phenomena" as its ultimate teaching, Huayan patri- 
archs were in fact more interested in the third level of mutual inter-penetration 
between noumenon and phenomena. and thus contradicted the basic promise 
of the school's doctrine. This contradiction was identified as a "hemeneutic 
problem" within Huayan Buddhist philosophy.I3 In this vein, it has been noted 
that Fazang's writings reveals a conflict between the third level (non-interfer- 
ence between noumenon and phenomena) and the fourth level (non-interfer- 
ence among phenomena), and that the Fourth Patriarch Chengguan emphasizes 
the third level of the fourfold worldview over the fourth level. This claim earns 
support if we look into these thinkers' exposition of Huayan teaching. 
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In his Mirror of the Mysteries of the Realm of ReaIiQ of Huayan, Cheng- 
guan openly admits the importance of noumenon in understanding the nature 
of phenomena. In this work, Chengguan suggests five pairs to identify the 
relationship between noumenon and phenomena: "first, the pair of noumenon 
and phenomena pervading each other; second, the pair of noumenon and phe- 
nomena completing or making each other; third, the pair of noumenon and 
phenomena destroying each other; fourth, the pair of noumenon and phenom- 
ena identifying with each other; fifth, the pair of noumenon and phenomena 
denying each other."'3 Immediately after this categorization, Chengguan 
adds, "These five pairs all explain noumenon first, since noumenon is consid- 
ered important."15 Throughout the essay. which has been noted as the seminal 
piece elaborating the Huayan fourfold worldview, Chengguan addresses the 
status of phenomena only as an inference from noumenon. Even in the sec- 
tion examining the phenomenal, Chengguan's discussion still focuses on the 
relationship between noumenon and phenomena. Hence it has been asked: If 
the school is to prefer the third level and is more interested in the function of 
noumenon in the phenomena, lvhy does the school insist on the fourth level 
as its signature? The question is not only valid but it contains a key to under- 
standing Huayan phenomenology. 

Despite the constant emphasis on noumenon by Huayan thinkers, Huayan 
Buddhism has identified its teaching and the validity of its superiority with 
the fourth level of mutually non-interfering phenomena, not the third level of 
noninterference of noumenon against phenomena. In addition, the tradition 
following the major patriarchs in the formative stage ofthe school has continued 
to emphasize the fourth level of non-interfering phenomena as the signature of 
the school, the evidence of the superiority of Huayan Buddhism over other 
Buddhist schools. This gives us a reason to re-consider the relationship between 
noumenon and phenomena in Huayan Buddhism and contemplate different 
hermeneutic possibilities. In other words. the seemingly clear gap between 
the school's official emphasis on the fourth level and the patriarchs' interest 
in the third level is the indication that the relationship between noumenon and 
phenomena in the Huayan fourfold worldview begs us to consider a further 
hermeneutic endeavor, instead of dismissing the paradigm as merely containing 
a logical flaw. In the following section, we will examine the possibility of 
different interpretations of the Huayan understanding of the phenomenal world 
and the relationship of phenomena to noumenal reality. 

3. Phenomena, Nournenon, and the Ethical 
Dimension of the Huayan Fourfold Worldview 

In his book Selfless Persons: I/n~i,ger?~ nlld Thozrght in TheruvZdu Bzrddhism, 
Steven Collins states that "in the Theraviida tradition [the denial of atman] 



has been of most importance in the ethical and psychological dynamics 
of spiritual education, while in other traditions, especially the Mahayana 
schools, it has been much developed as a topic of epistemology and ontol- 
ogy under the general name of 'Emptiness ." ' l~his  is an insightful statement 
which succinctly offers basic differences in the orientation of Theravada and 
Mahayana Buddhism. This understanding of the difference between the two 
schools has also served the basis in postulating Mahayana Buddhism's posi- 
tion with regard to ethics. In the context of understanding Huayan Buddhism, 
Collins's characterization of Mahayana Buddhism, with its primary concern 
for the epistemological and ontological reality of emptiness, accords with the 
claim that Huayan Buddhism's promotion of the phenomenal level is only 
nominal, and. in reality, the noumenal reality of emptiness was the major 
concern of Huayan masters. However, once we begin to reconceptualize the 
relationship between noumenon and phenomena in Huayan Buddhism, we 
reach the point at which the function and the synergy between the ethical, 
soteriological, epistemological, and ontological cannot be very different 
in Theraviida and Mahayana Buddhism. As much as the ontological and 
epistemological understanding of no-self theory sets the ground for ethical 
behaviors and religio-spiritual bettennent in the Theravada school, the 
understanding of the underlying reality of emptiness offers the philosophical 
foundation for an ethical and soteriological dimension in the Mahayiina tradi- 
tion. The combination of the two sides in Collins's distinctions-the ethical, 
on the one hand, and the epistemological and ontological. on the other-is the 
way in which Huayan thinkers explain the relationship between the noumenal 
and the phenomenal. 

The seeming prioritization of noumenon over phenomena in the discussions 
of Huayan Buddhism results in the nebulous position of Huayan Buddhism 
in relation to ethical discourse. However, as we shall see, Huayan Buddhism 
does not fail to combine the ontological and episten~ological implications 
of the wisdom of the noumenal level into the compassion of the ethical and 
soteriological dimensions. To examine the position of phenomenal diversity, 
as well as the ethical implications of the Huayan Buddhist paradigm, we 
will consider the following four issues: first, the evolution of the theory 
of the fourfold worldview from Dushun to Chengguan; second. Fazang's 
vindication of the significance of phenomena in the Huayan paradigm: third, 
the implication of the journey of Sudhana in the "Entering the Realm of 
Reality" chapter of the Ht/a>-ari j i r g  and fourth, the fiinction of wisdom and 
compassion in respect to noumenal and pheno~nenal realities. 

The foundation of the Huayan fourfold worldview is already well de- 
veloped in Dushun's Fajie guan (Contemplation of the Realm of Reality), 
the existence of which is known about only through its appearance in the 
comlnentaries by Huayan scholars after him. In this essay, Dushun identifies 



three types of contemplation in relation to practicing the realm of reality 
in Huayan Buddhism. They are: (1) contemplation of true e~nptiness (C. 
zhenkong guan); (2) conten~plation of non-obstruction between noumenon 
and phenomena (C. Iishi ~xzlai guan); and ( 3 )  contemplation of universality 
and inclusion (C. zholrbian hanrong gzian). The Huayan fourfold worldview 
is Chengguan's reworking of this threefold conte~nplation of Dushun. To 
reiterate them, the fourfold worldview consists of: (1) the realm of phenom- 
ena; (2) the realm of noumenon; ( 3 )  the realm of non-interference between 
noumenon and phenomena; and (4) the realm of non-interference among 
phenomena. Even though the fourfold worldview is a reiteration of Dushun's 
Threefold Contemplation, there exist delicate differences between Dushun's 
original proposal and Chengguan's interpretation. These differences have 
rarely been addressed; however, they merit our attention for us to get a bet- 
ter understanding of the ethical ilnplication of the fourfold \vorldview. As 
Dushun emphasizes, in presenting the relationship between noumenon and 
phenomena, Huayan Buddhism underscores the importance of "contempla- 
tion." Whether contemplation is related to noumenon, to phenomena, or to 
the relationship between the two, in Dushun's paradigm, the basic position 
requires one to understand the existential structure of the fragmented world 
of actuality; only then, one is able to perceive the underlying meaning-struc- 
ture of the physical reality. This does not imply that the ultimate reality ex- 
ists in separation from the fragmented world of actuality. Nor does it claim 
that authentic understanding of the realm of reality is available only to the 
enlightened mind. Instead, Dushun contends that contemplation is the mode 
through which one encounters the objective reality withoilt being disturbed 
by subjectivity. That should be the case in all three tiers of his Threefold Con- 
templation of noulnenon (emptiness), of the relationship between noulnenon 
and phenomena, and of the phenomena. In this sense, Dushun's paradigm is 
soteriologically oriented in its basic nature. When Chengguan reformulates 
this "contemplation" about the realms of reality into a paradigm of the four- 
fold realm of realities, the paradigm asserts itself as a fact: it is postulated 
without consideration of the subject's relation to the factual world. The 
dismissal of the subjective position in the understanding of reality is a path 
to universalize the given paradigin or mode of thinking. The implication 
resulting from the transformation of contenzplation of the phenomenal world 
into the realiy of the phenomenal world is significant. From the perspective 
of Dushun's paradigm of "contemplation" of the threefold realm of reality, 
the non-interference either between noumenon and phenomena or anlong 
phenomena is an awareness obtained through the subject's mental cultiva- 
tion so as to be able to realize the underlying structure of reality. whereas, 
from Chengguan's paradigm of the fourfold worldvie~v, the non-interference 
becomes factual reality itself. 
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The fourth level of non-interference of phenomena cannot denote that 
conflicts do not exist amongst each phenomenon. As Chengguan acknowl- 
edges, the phenomenal world. by nature, contains obstructions because of 
the sheer fact of its tangible reality, not to mention the more complex issue 
of the intentionality of the subjective agency. Chengguan, thus, states, "if we 
see only in terms of phenomena, then they obstruct one another; if we see 
only in terms of noumenon. there is nothing which can mutually obstruct. 
Now in this case, merging phenomena by noumenon, phenomena are there- 
fore without obstruction-therefore it says that phenomena, in conformity 
with noumenon. merge."17 Hence, the fourth level of the fourfold worldview 
should be read as "non-interference among phenomena seen from the per- 
spective of noumenon." This is exactly what Dushun suggests in the third 
layer of his Threefold Contemplation. identified as "contemplation of uni- 
versality and inclusion." This line of argument could be viewed as another 
confirmation of  the Huayan paradigm privileging noumenon. However, a 
subtle difference needs to be noted here: that is, Chengguan did not deny the 
existence of  conflict on the phenomenal level, as we have noted. Our task, 
then, is to unravel how Huayan Buddhism draws its vision of the mutually 
non-interfering phenomena despite its awareness of the inevitably mutually 
obstructing nature of phenomena. 

The continued emphasis of Huayan patriarchs in reference to the fourth 
level of the non-interference among phenomena as the signature of Huayan 
Buddhism is another de~nonstration of the fact that the relationship between 
noumenon and phenomena in Huayan Buddhism is rather complex. Fazang 
describes the differences between the "three vehicles" and the "one vehicle" as 
located in the Huayan views on phenomena. In the eighth section of his Peatise 
OM tJ7e Five Teachirigs, Fazang identifies ten aspects by which Huayan Bud- 
dhism (or the "one vehicle") distinguishes itself from other Buddhist schools 
preceding it (that is, "the three vehicles"). The tenth difference is identified as 
"Differences in [Understanding] Things": 

The tenth is tlie difference of things. All such things as dwelli~igs, forests, rivers. 
land. mountains, and so on are dhanna talks. They may be practices, or stages. 
or teachings and their meanings. yet. [individual plienomenal] entities are not 
harmed. Consequently, each particle of dust possesses all the different things 
in the realm of reality [d11~1rniadh6rul. They fomi the subtle interrelationships 
of the realm of Indra. All things arise as one thing does. The "three vehicles" 
and so on are not the same. They merely say "It is empty." or "It is sucliness 
[ttrthatc?]," which cannot be the same [as the teachings of tlie "one vehicle" of 
Huayan Buddhism]. Eken if they used the inconceivable power of supernatural 
penetration and made it [the theory] appear tnotnentarily in the phenomenal 
world. this is not the same as the self-nature of dhanna (things) in the "one 
vehicle." '"Translation modified.) 
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In this passage, Fazang criticizes other Buddhist schools for privileging 
noumenon. Fazang contends that other Buddhist schools project the totality 
of noumenon, such as "emptiness" or "suchness," to the nature of the world, 
but are not concerned with how noumenon might be related to the concrete 
reality of phenomena in which one lives. As opposed to the single-handed 
promotion and even hypostatization of nouinenon in other Buddhist schools 
(or in the "three vehicles"), Fazang considers the value of Huayan Buddhism 
to be its capacity to incorporate and acknowledge the doctrine of "emptiness" 
or "suchness" (or "tathatan) in each and every existence in the phenomenal 
world. Fazang's argument, then, directly contradicts the criticism of Huayan 
Buddhism privileging noumenon over phenomena. Francis Cook comments 
on Fazang's passage as follows: 

All things can be contained within a single thing without destroying its integrity 
as that particular thing; thus even the factual, phenomenal things in the dharn~a- 
dhztlr [the realrn of reality] are pregnant with the reality which is the object of 
the Bodhisattva's quest. Because any one thing contains the functions of all 
other things as a result of the infinitely repeated interrelationship of primary and 
secondary, all things arise when one thing arises. This is the inexhaustibility of 
the arising froin conditions of the dhnrma-clhhrrrzr. For this reason. the one vehicle 
does not stop at a single characteristic, such as emptiness or tnthatd [suchness]. 
This relationship of primary and secondary is the property of the Hua-yen; in 
the three vehicles, such a relationship is only temporarily possible, as when 
Vitnalakirti includes Mt. Sulneru in a grain of mustard. In the one vehicle, how- 
ever, this is the very nature of the universe.Iy 

Both Fazang's description and Cook's interpretation, with which I concur, 
emphasize the importance of phenomena as a major characteristic distin- 
guishing the school from other Buddhist teachings. Fazang's emphasis on the 
importance of phenomena in the Huayan paradigm is well-articulated in one 
of the chapters of the Hzluj~un j ing  (Flower Garland Scripture). 

"Entering the Realm of Reality" (Rz~fujie pin) is one of the most well- 
known chapters in the Hzrc~jwr~ jing. In the chapter, a young truth-searcher 
named Sudhana asks MaiijuSri about how to practice bodhisattva paths. 
MaiijuSri sends Sudhana to a monk named Maghsri, who turns out to be 
only the first out of the fifty-three dharma-teachers who this truth-searcher 
is to meet during his pilgrimage. What distinguishes Sudhana's search for 
truth in this chapter is the diversity in terms of the characters of the dharma- 
teachers who he meets during his journey. Other Buddhist sfitras usually 
take Buddha's disciples as their main characters. The Heart Sfirr*u, for 
example, is told to Sariputra, the wisest among the Buddha's disciples. The 
Diamond Sfitl-a is recounted to Subhuti, who is known as the best among 
the Buddha's disciples on the teaching of emptiness. In the Lotzls Sfitr*a, 
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Siiripfitra, Mahiikiiiyapa, Subhuti, and Ananda appear, along with numerous 
bodhisattvas. The characters in Mahiiyiina scriptures are dominated by arhats, 
bodhisattvas, or a super-human figure. such as the lay Buddhist Vimalakirti, 
in order to demonstrate the superiority of Mahayiina teaching over Theraviida. 
All of them have already reached significant le\lels in their spiritual journey 
when they appear as characters in a strtrn. Sudhana's dharma-teachers in the 
H~/nyan jijig, however, are neither Mahiikiiiyapa nor Subhuti nor Siiriputra. 
Among the teachers who Sudhana is led to meet are monks, nuns. laymen. 
and laywomen. They also include sages. kings, a heretic, an incense seller, 
and a seaman. The diversity in their occupations and social positions 
syinbolically demonstrates the Sutru's agenda. Each of these dharma-teachers 
has mastered a certain degree of Buddhist teaching, along with the mastery of 
herlhis occupation. The incense seller, for example, has learned how to use 
various incenses to cure diseases, to dispel evil, and to cut off attachments and 
defilements. The seaman, in turn. has completely mastered various features 
of ships, of the ocean, and high and low tides; he helps people to enjoy 
safe voyages through the ocean, while, at the same time, offering Buddha's 
teachings to them. Eve11 the heretic has learned various ways to deal with 
people in his village who have various wrong views. Each character Sudhana 
encounters in his journey has learned how to practice Buddhist teachings by 
perfecting his or her own occupation. Each of them, however, denies having 
attained the perfection of the bodhisattva path. and refers this pilgrim to yet 
another dharma-teacher. 

In order to develop an idea of how each of the diverse phenomena has its 
own importance in the "Entering the Realm of Reality" chapter, let us read 
some passages from a section on the mariner Vaira, who is the twenty-second 
d/inrma teacher who Sudhana meets in his pilgrimage to learn the bodhisattva 
path. The mariner Vaira speaks to Sudhana: 

I live in this coastal nietropolis of Kutagara, purifying enlightening practice 
characterized by great compassion. . . . With this thought in mind I roam this 
city on the edge of tlie ocean. Thus committed to the welfare and happiness of 
the world, 1 know all tlie treasure islands in the ocean. I know all the deposits 
of precious substances, all the types of precious substances. and all the sources 
of precious substances. I know how to refine, bore out, extract. and produce 
all precious substances. and I know all precious vessels, tools. and objects, 
and the light of all precious substances. I know the abodes of all water spirits. 
the agitations of all water spirits, the abodes of all spirits, the agitations of all 
spirits, the abodes of all goblins. ho\v to alleviate the danger of goblins, the 
abodes of all ghosts, and how to put an end to obstacles caused by ghosts. I 
know how to avoid all the whirlpools and billou-s, and I know the colors and 
depths of all the waters. I know the cycles of the sun. moon. stars. and planets, 
and the lengths of the days and nights. I know when to travel and when not to; 
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I know when it is safe and when it i s  dangerous. I know the performance and 
soundness o f  the hull and rigging o f  ships. I know how to control and steer 
ships, I know how to catch the wind, I know ivhere the winds rise from, and I 
know how to direct the ship and how to turn it around, I know ivhen to anchor 
and when to sail. 

With this knowledge, always engaged in Lvorking for the benefit o f  beings. 
with a sturdy ship. safe, peaceful, without anxiety, I convey merchants to the 
treasure islands o f  their choice, pleasing them with spiritual conversation. Hav- 
ing enriched them with all kinds o f  jewels, 1 bring them back to this continent. 
And I have never lost a single ship."?" 

We need to keep in mind that this is a talk given by a spiritual teacher to 
a pilgrim. One can read the passage as a symbolic statement. In fact, imme- 
diately after this passage. Vaira changes the tone of his expression and use 
the "ocean" as a metaphor. For example, those people who were on board 
his ship "become aware of the knowledge of how to go into the ocean of 
omniscience, they learn how to evaporate the ocean of craving, they are il- 
lumined with the knowledge of the ocean of past. present, and future, they 
become capable of annihilating the ocean of minds of all sentient beings."" 
Vaira's description of his knowledge of the ocean and navigation, however, 
cannot be read as merely metaphoric expressions, because Vaira is not the 
only person who offers vocational knowledge as a spiritual teaching to 
Sudhana." The fifty dharma teachers out o f  fifty-three, in their own ways,  
speak of issues related to their vocations as spiritual teachers to Sudhana. 
The basic position of phenomena endorsed by Dushun is repeatedly recon- 
firmed in this chapter of the Huayan jing. As Dushun states, the noumenal 
truth of dependent co-arising or emptiness can be realized in an event as 
insignificant as the twinkling of an eye. 

As important to note as the endorsement of diversity of phenomena in the 
"Entering the Realm of Reality" chapter is the message that no one phenom- 
enon can completely represent the entirety of truth. This statement might 
sound as if it is contradicting the signature Huayan concept that one particle 
of dust contains the entire universe. On a closer reading, one finds that both 
statements represent the Huayan understanding of the "inexhaustibility" (C. 
chongchong ~'zrjin) of the realm of reality. Like Lacan's sliding subject, the 
articulation of the ultimate truth, or the ultimate truth of bodhisattva path in 
the Huayan paradigm, is constantly deferred to the next dharma teacher, as 
Sudhana moves on to meet fifty-three teachers to accumulate the truth on 
top of each. At the last stage of his pilgrimage, the boy Shrisambhava and 
the girl Shrimati, who are the fiftieth dharma teachers Sudhana meets in his 
journey, offer him the teaching of the inexhaustibility of the reality and of the 
bodhisattva path. In response to Sudhana's question of how to practice the 
bodhisattva path, they respond: 
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You should not develop just one virtue. nor concentrate on clarifying just one 
doctrine, nor be satisfied with just one practice, nor concentrate on carrying out 
just one vow. nor take up just one instruction, nor rest in completion, nor think 
of attaining the three tolerances as ultimate, nor rest upon fulfillment of the six 
transcendent ways, nor stop on attainment of the ten stages, nor vow to encom- 
pass and purify a finite Buddha-land, nor be content with attendance on a limited 
number of spiritual benefactors [dhal*ma teachers]. 

Why? Because a bodhisattva should gather infinite roots of goodness, assem- 
ble infinite provisions for enlightenment, produce infinite bases of aspiration for 
enlightenment, learn infinite principles, extinguish the afflictions of an infinite 
number of sentient beings. penetrate the minds of an infinite number of sentient 
beings, know the faculties of an infinite number of sentient beings, work for the 
emancipation of an infinite number of sentient beings, be aware of the conduct 
of an infinite number of sentient beings, create guidance for an infinite number 
of sentient beings, be aware of the conduct of an infinite number of beings. . . . 
.23 (Tra~islation modified.) 

The problem of the "one Truth" that repeatedly appears in the gong 'an litera- 
ture echoes here. (Rather, it is the gong 'an literature which echoes the problem 
of the one truth articulated here, given the historical time-line.) If there existed 
one Truth or one Law that is the foundation of the world, the mastery of that 
one Truth or observance of that one Law will guarantee an individual the mas- 
tery of the truth of the world. In the Huayan world, in which a truth-searcher 
goes through different dharma teachers who continue to defer him to the next 
teacher, there is no one Truth or one Law to reveal the truth of the world. If 
there existed only one ultimate truth that a bodhisattva needed to master in 
order to understand the truth of the world, through which the bodhisattva could 
offer help to sentient beings, a bodhisattva-apprentice such as Sudhana would 
not need to go through fifty-three different dhan?.ta teachers only to learn that 
there would be no ending of learning. That Sudhana meets fifty-three teachers 
does not indicate that there are only fifty-three teachers; instead, the search 
for tn~ th  for Sudhana, and in that sense, for any individual, will continue inex- 
haustibly, because that is the nature of the world and entities from the Huayan 
Buddhist perspective. Each dharma teacher has perfected in herlhis own way 
the truth in herlhis context, but it always falls short of being the one universally 
perfect truth. And that is the nature of truth: truth is always already conditioned 
and limited by its own context, and context is inexhaustible in Huayan Bud- 
dhism because beings, by nature, exist through interaction. 

From the soteriological perspective, the diverse reality which Sudhana has 
experienced reflects the boundlessness of the bodhisattva path as repeatedly 
emphasized in the SGt1.a. The bodhisattva path, the SGtru suggests, cannot be 
realized by practicing just one good behavior, one ultimate way. or through 
one vow. however supreme that behavior, that way. or that vow might be. 
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What Sudhana's pilgrimage symbolically articulates is the intrinsic diversity 
of the world. Sudhana's journey and various bodhisattva paths represented 
by diverse characters in the Slltl-u affirm the phenon~enal diversity, instead 
of negating it. 

Sudhana is told that mahasattvas (or great-beings) need to plant boundless 
goodness and to collect boundless tools and causes for wisdom. Bodhisattvas 
(or wisdom-beings) should learn about the countless minds, countless roots, 
countless behaviors, and countless practices of sentient beings. Nothing can 
be excluded in this world in which countless diverse existences, behaviors, 
and events are taking place, and the bodhisattva path begins as one embraces 
all of these as the very happening of dependent co-arising and emptiness. 

The radical endorsement of diversity in the phenomenal realm in the "En- 
tering the Realm of Reality" chapter of the Hzruj~un j ing and the meaning of 
such an endorsement for the bodhisattva path and one's search for enlight- 
enment suggest both the soteriological and ethical function of the Huayan 
emphasis on phenomena. One might argue that to interpret the "Entering 
the Realm of Reality" chapter as negating the one ultimate truth contradicts 
the Huayan concept of noumenon which is the all encompassing underlying 
reality of infinitely diverse phenomena. However, one should consider the 
nature of the noumenon in Huayan Buddhism. Noumenon, or the principle, in 
Huayan Buddhism does not subscribe to substantial essence. Like the "one" 
in the Zen gong 'an, "All the things in the world return to one; where does the 
one return to?," the one-ness of nournenon does not stand as the one and only 
truth, but is immediately dispersed into the phenomena because the essence 
of noumenon is essencelessness. 

As Chengguan acknowledged. phenomena by nature conflict with one 
another and only when the phenomenal world is viewed from the noumenal 
point of view does the emptiness of conflict lead to the understanding of 
the non-interfering phenomena. What is still not clear in this Huayan para- 
digm of the "mutually non-interfering phenomena" is the question of how 
the conflicting nature of phenomena is endorsed without being regulated 
or hierarchically stratified. In presenting various people's lives as spiritual 
teachings, Sudhana's journey does not take into account the idea that the dif- 
ferences existing in the life-world might create conflict between them. That 
none of Sudhana's dhannn teachers claims that herlhis truth is "the ultimate 
truth" could be an indirect acknowledgement that Sudhana's journey implies 
potential conflict among phenomena, since conflict is a symptom of finite 
beings who are characterized by boundaries and limitations. In the "Entering 
the Realm of Reality" chapter. the possibility of conflict is suggested, but the 
chapter does not openly discuss the issue of potential conflicts. 

At the final stage of his journey, Sudhana meets Maitreya. who puts Sud- 
hana into the great samadhi at the tower of Vairocana, the Buddha of Light. 
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The ultimate vision which Sudhana experiences at the tower has been inter- 
preted as the symbolic manifestation of the harmony of the world of diversity, 
and the harmony in this case means the noumenal reality as discussed in the 
fourfold worldview. The two rnajor events in this chapter "Entering the Realm 
of Reality,"-meeting dharma-teachers in various occupations, on the one 
hand, and experiencing the harmony of the world at the tower of Vairocana, 
on the other.-symbolically articulate one of the major themes of Huayan 
Buddhism. By presenting fifty-three d/zam~a teachers who represent various 
aspects in the life-world, the Hzrcr~~an,jing advocates the world of diversities, 
which is the world of every man and woman. The vision of the Vairocana 
tower suggests that the diverse realities in the life-world share the underlying 
stn~cture of existence about which Huayan Buddhism takes pains to explain 
through its theory of the fourfold worldview. This intespretation reconfirms 
the idea that Huayan Buddhism privileges the world of noumenon, despite its 
emphasis on the diverse phenomenal world. Does this imply that the world of 
every man and woman represented by the fifty-three dhanna-teachers eventu- 
ally becomes negated in the all-encompassing noumenal world of the Vairo- 
cana Buddha? We will consider an answer which is distant from the reading 
of Huayan Buddhism as a sweeping endorsement of harmony. 

In his Mirvor of the M~xteries of  the U ~ i v e ~ s e  of  the Hzla-j3e~, Cheng- 
guan writes, "contemplating phenomena involves compassion [in addition 
to wisdom] whereas contemplation of noumenon is [related to] ~ i s d o m . " ' ~  
Chengguan does not elaborate on the meaning of this insightful passage; 
after this statement. he goes back to discussing the importance of noumenon 
in understanding phenomena. However, this short passage offers a clue to 
decipher another aspect of tlie Huayan position as to the relationship between 
noumenon and phenomena. Huayan patriarchs took pains to expound tlie 
nature of noumenon and its importance in understanding the phenomenal 
diversity; however Chengguan's statement reveals that, in the ultimate sense, 
phenomena cannot be fi~lly understood if approached only with the quality 
that is required to understand noumenon. To deal with phenomena, one needs 
an additional feature which Chengguan finds in the Buddhist concept of 
compassion. Understanding the non-interfering reality of the noumenal world 
requires only wisdom. whereas. in order to understand the lnutually non-in- 
terfering and at the same time mutually interfering world of phenomena one 
needs to exercise both wisdom and compassion. 

From Gautama ~iddhartlia, the Buddha, to the Dalai Lama in our time, 
compassion has been emphasized as a major concept in the Buddha's teach- 
ing. Simple as it might sound, the logic of how compassion functions in 
Buddhism has yet to be fully investigated. What does the Buddhist concept 
of compassion actually entail? Is it sympathy, emotion, or moral capacity? Is 
compassion an obligation or is compassion a natural overflow of an enlight- 
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ened individual? The Huayan vision of conlpassion is con~pletely anchored in 
the understanding of noumenon, which is defined as the emptiness of an en- 
tity. Compassion, understood in this manner, cannot be a simple empathy for 
other beings in a predicament. Instead, compassion becomes possible when 
one becomes aware of the absolute dependent co-arising of reality. The first 
of the Buddhist Four Noble Truths is suffering, and, in this case, suffering 
does not denote suffering or pain as we use the term in our daily conversation. 
Likewise, compassion, in the way Buddhism employs the term, cannot be a 
mere emotional response to a situation. In a strict sense, compassion is neither 
virtue nor an emotional quality nor an intuitive response to a given situation. 
Nor can compassion be exercised with a sense of obligation. Instead, compas- 
sion is another expression of ultimate irony or even the aporia-as Derrida 
notes-which characterizes human existence and experience.'j 

When the young Gautama ~iddhartha faces the existence of death for the 
first time in his adventure into the world outside his palace and experiences 
compassion, as the legend goes, the compassion he encounters cannot be a 
mere sense of pity for fellow living beings who would eventually turn into 
ashes like those in his hand. It is an encounter with the ultimate absurdity of 
existence itself. Compassion, in this sense, is an exercise of one's courage to 
accept the limits of human beings' capacity to understand existence through 
the existing logical frame of reference. When all of the referential points 
which make possible meaning-giving acts of an individual agency become 
exhausted, there, one faces what Buddhism calls compassion. 

Compassion as an encounter with one's existential reality is not far re- 
moved from the compassion arising from one's awareness of the suffering 
in life. Compassion arises when loving-kindness (metta) meets the suffering 
of beings. And loving-kindness is the general attitude of kindness and caring 
arising from one's realization that existential reality is always already a dif- 
ferential notion without a substantial entity on which to ground it. Suffering, 
the first noble truth of Buddhism, is not an individualized pain or feeling of 
discomfort, but the pain which has universal cause in the sense that it applies 
to the basic structure of existence, not to incidents occurring in isolation. An 
individual incident could serve as an occasion to enable one to understand 
suffering, but, as it is, it is not the foundation of the suffering per se. 

Allow me for a moment to borrow what modern Japanese thinker Nishida 
Kitar6 identifies as characteristics of the religious worldview, which, it seems 
to me, has a strong affinity with the structure of Buddhist compassion that 
I am trying to articulate here. In his discussion of religion and the religious 
worldview, Nishida challenges some of the familiar conceptions about re- 
ligion. To put it briefly, religion, for Nishida, is not about subjective belief 
because religious faith contains "something objective, some absolute fact of 
the self."2h Religion, for Nishida, is not about morality because morality is 



socially constructed, whereas religion is about the "absolute overturning of 
values."27 Nishida contends that the religious worldview arises when an indi- 
vidual realizes the absolute contradictory self-identity, whereas moral values 
emerge when one erases such a~nbiguity in one's existence. Religion, for 
Nishida. is not about mysterious experiences because the religious worldview 
emerges when one "becomes aware of the bottomless self-contradiction of 
one's own self," which cannot, in any nlysterious way, be resolved. And re- 
ligion is not about the peace of mind; instead, religious consciousness arises, 
according to Nishida, when an individual realizes the existential predicament. 
Enlightenment understood in this context does not mean "to see anything 
objectively." Instead, for Nishida, it is "an ultimate seeing of the bottomless 
nothingness of the self that is simultaneously a seeing of the fountainhead of 
sin and evil."?8 

Like Nishida's religious worldview7, Buddhist co~npassio~l cannot be f ~ ~ l l y  
explicated if we approach it as a subjective emotion or a ~nystical experience 
or an activity which ensues from the practitioner's peace of mind. Nor can it 
be understood as an individual's moral capacity which enables the individual 
to exercise ethical obligation. Instead, compassion comes to pass when an 
individual realizes the ultimate absurdity of existence itself. Absurdity, in this 
case, does not need to be understood in a negative sense. To use the Huayan 
Buddhist terminology, compassion arises when one realizes the inexhaustibil- 
ity of the context of each incidence as one considers the dependently arising 
nature of being. Huayan Buddhism's emphasis on the noumenal world, in this 
context. is an apt preparation for the practitioner to become awakened to the 
existential reality which is conducive to the exercise of compassion on the 
phenomenal level. 

When Huayan Buddhism repeatedly employs the counterintuitive expres- 
sion that in a particle of dust is included the entire world, the statement, obvi- 
ously, is to be understood symbolically. That is, the existence of each entity is 
always in the net of excess which defies the existing referential system of the 
subject. This excess is called. in Huayan Buddhism, the inexhaustibility (C. 
chongchong 1t'z1ji~i) of the realm of reality. This inexhaustibility of context is 
the reality of each entity in the phenomenal world, like each jewel in Indra's 
net. F r o ~ n  the Huayan perspective. it does have an ethical implication. Ethics, 
in this case, is not just related to moral laws or moral obligation. 

Let us go back to the example of the conflict between the person X and the 
shrimp consumed by the person, and consider the ethical stance of Huayan 
Buddhism, based on the "inexhaustibility" of each phenomenon in the realm 
of reality. According to the third level of the fourfold worldview. no conflict 
in the ulti~nate reality can be detected between X and the shrimp because nei- 
ther of them has self-nature to create conflict. On the phenomenal level, the 
shrimp was killed and eaten by X. and the conflict, from the Huayan perspec- 



tive as well, is acknowledged. What the Huayan Buddhist does not subscribe 
to is the idea that the exact structure of a conflict can be known to us. Con- 
flict, by definition, requires competing parties. Parties involved in a conflict 
need to be identified, together with their contentions, in order to identify the 
structure of the conflict. Conflict resolution generally goes through the pro- 
cess in which each party weighs the benefits and disadvantages involved in 
the contents of conflict, and based on those evaluations, each party will take 
its position. However, if we consider the Huayan concept of an individual 
identity explained through "mutual identity" and "mutual penetration," the 
structure of a conflict will be revealed only in the form of constant deferral. 

An important point to note is that the impossibility of offering a clear 
structure of conflict in the phenomenal world does not negate or dismiss the 
conflict itself; instead, the subject is required to approach the phenomenal 
conflict from a perspective which is different from a commonsense logic. 
This is what Chengguan indicates with his statement that with wisdom alone, 
the phenomenal world, which is charged with conflicts, cannot be fully under- 
stood; the activation of one's compassion, in addition to wisdom, is required. 
"Understanding," in this context, does not have to mean agreement; it might 
not even include acceptance of the position of the other parties involved in 
the conflict. Here, we are reminded of Lyotard's claim that a consensus from 
the postmodern perspective is a horizon that can never be reached, once the 
diversity of the language game is recognized. 

Efforts to resolve or minimize a conflict, from the Huayan perspective, 
are not based on a logically identified structure of a conflict and subsequent 
evaluations of the role of each component involved in the occurrence of the 
conflict, which will further result in the action of eliminating what is identi- 
fied as evil and promoting what is identified as good. The first step in the 
acknowledgement and resolution of a conflict arises from the realization that 
to draw a complete picture of the structure of conflict is not possible, because 
an event, and a conflict as well, occurs through differing factors which are 
intricately interwoven with one another. 

The example of the conflict between a shrimp-eater and the shrimp might 
sound too simple to assert our claim that a conflict should be resolved through 
compassion and that compassion is initiated through the awareness that to ob- 
tain the ultimate structure of conflict is not possible. But the logic still holds 
in this seemingly too naive situation. Suppose one claims that the shrimp eater 
was wrong and responsible for the creation of the conflict between himself and 
the shrimp by devouring the poor helpless shrimp. Based on what protocol and 
rules can one claim that it is wrong to eat shrimp? On what ground does one 
contend that shrimp, in this case, are innocent victims? As much as humans 
devour shrimp, shrimp also consume microscopic organisms. and so on. If one 
becomes aware that there exists conflict between a shrimp eater and shrimp 



that are eaten, and if the person has decided to stop eating shrimp in order to 
resolve that conflict, the action, from the Huayan perspective, cannot be based 
on a certain rule stating that one should not eat shrimp, nor is it based on the 
logic that it is outright wrong to eat shrinlp. Rather, it shall be based on the re- 
alization that the killing involved in the action of eating shrimp causes suffer- 
ing and pain to other organisms. In other words, compassion, or resolution of 
conflict in the Huayan Buddhist sense, does not arise because one feels sorry 
for the victims of conflict, but because the very existence of conflict itself is 
aporia. the impossibility of fully exhausting the causes and constituents which 
have made a contribution to the occurrence of the conflict. 

That Buddhist compassion cannot be a condescending action of feeling 
pity for others is well articulated in the various discourses on the bodhisattva 
path. The paradoxical passages in the Diamond SGfl-a are superb examples. 
The Sfiti-u explains that a bodhisattva's activities are to be performed with 
"the mind detached from any formal notions [or pheno~nenal appear- 
ance~] . " '~  That is so because bodhisattvic activities are not those which 
could be exercised by the subject upon objects, but are activities performed 
in a state of no-boundaries. In other words, bodhisattvic activities are to 
be done with no subjective intentionality involved in them. At the very 
beginning of the Dia171011d Sutra. the Buddha characterizes bodhisattva 
activities as non-abiding: 

All living creatures of whatever class. . . . are caused by me [Tathagata] to attain 
unbounded liberation nirvana. Yet when vast, uncountable, imnieasurable num- 
bers of beings hai,e thus been liberated, verily no being has been liberated. Why 
is this Sublifiti'? It is because no bodhisattva \vho is a real bodhisattva cherishes 
the idea of an ego entity. a personality, a being. or a separated i n d i ~ i d u a l i t y . ~ ~  

In an ultimate sense, then, the concept of responsibility, which has always 
been at the center of moral and ethical discourse, will take a new tun1 in the 
Huayan Buddhist ethical paradigm. At the center of the Huayan ethical para- 
digm lays the interpretation of the nature of noumenon identified as empti- 
ness and of its manifestation in phenomena through diverse entities. Ethics in 
this paradigm does not arise by negating the diverse phenomena and empha- 
sizing all encompassing noumenon. Instead, ethics begins with the realiza- 
tion of the tension between the two. Like centripetal and centrifugal forces. 
two aspects of the Huayan vision, that is, the principle and particularities, 
noumenon and phenomena, are in a relationship of constant tension, instead 
of a hierarchical relationship of one subjugating the other. The tension in this 
case does not indicate conflict that needs to be resolved. Tension denotes, 
among other things, a state of awareness and this state is to be constant. The 
unobstructed inter-penetration of noulnenon and phenomena as represented 
by the harmony at the tower of Vairocana, and the endless bodhisattva path 
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represented by Sudhana's dharma teachers in the Hzruj.an jlng are mutually 
reinforcing, instead of a movement heading from one to the other. The world 
of harmony is not the teleological goal to be reached when the diversity in 
the phenomenal world is regulated into one: the one and the many co-exist. 
By understanding noumenon and phenomena as being in a state of tension, 
we can also envision the relationship between wisdom and compassion which 
has been at the core of the discussion of Zen Buddhist position in the ethical 
discourse. 

To remember Chengguan's statement again, understanding the noumenal 
reality requires wisdom, and the phenomenal diversity requires both wisdom 
and compassion. Compassion cannot be exercised without the attainment of 
wisdom, but the attainment of wisdom is not possible without compassion 
to engage in the phenomenal diversity, since noumenon does not exist in 
separation from phenomena in the Huayan world. In this context, one can say 
that Huayan offers a philosophical paradigm for Zen Buddhism, especially in 
conceptualizing Zen Buddhist ethics, and Zen offers a paradigm to actualize 
the contents of Huayan Buddhism. In the following chapter, we will look into 
this issue more in detail, by examining Chinul's dialectical employment of 
Zen and Huayan Buddhism. 



Chapter  Nine 

Envisioning Zen Ethics through 
Huayan Phenomenology 

1. Zen Buddhism in the Discourse of Ethics 

Since Zen Buddhism's entry into the Western world. the ethical stance of 
Zen Buddhism has become one of the most discussed topics. In this context. 
a claim has been made that Buddhism in general, and Zen Buddhism in par- 
ticular, needs to offer a clearer blueprint on social issues and thus demonstrate 
its viability as an ethical discourse in order for the tradition to survive in the 
West. James Whitehill, for example, claims, "Buddhism must begin to dem- 
onstrate a far clearer moral forn? and a more sophisticated, appropriate ethi- 
cal strateg? than can be found among its contemporary Western interpreters 
and representatives, if it is to flourish in the West" (emphasis original).' In a 
similar context Daniel Palmer argues, "If Buddhists cannot develop dialogi- 
cal responses to these concerns [for social issues], then Buddhism in all likeli- 
hood will remain on the periphery of Western cultural practices, representing 
only an exotic curiosity and not a vital resource."' It is debatable whether 
ethics will be "the" factor for the survival and prosperity of Buddhism in the 
West. However, the inlportance of considering the ethical paradigm of Zen 
Buddhism cannot be denied. given our discussions 011 Zen Buddhism in pre- 
vious chapters. Among different Buddhist schools, Zen Buddhism has been 
frequently singled out for its problem with ethics. What is the ground of the 
comnlonly held view that Zen Buddhism by nature is at odd with ethics? In 
order to conceptualize Zen ethics. let us begin our discussion by situating Zen 
Buddhism in the general discussion of ethics and identify issues that could be 
considered problematic from the perspective of normative ethics. 

The basic premise of Zen Buddhism states that the sentient being is the 
Buddha. The fundamental oxymoron involved in this statement-that is. 
a sentient being is the Buddha and at the same time is a sentient being- 
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becomes the ground of subsequent problems that Zen Buddhist tradition 
has to deal with in facing normative ethics. The source of this oxymoronic 
existential reality of a sentient being is more often than not identified by 
the mind of the sentient being. This is especially the case with Chinul's Zen 
Buddhism. At the beginning of Encozrragement to Practice: the Compact of 
the Sumadhi and Prajfia Con?rnzrnitj> (Klt'dtiszr chdngliye k~Glsu mzrn 1190), 
Chinul states, "When one is deluded about the mind and gives rise to endless 
defilements, such a person is a sentient being. When one is awakened to the 
mind and gives rise to endless marvelous functions, such a person is the Bud- 
dha. Delusion and awakening are two different states but both are caused by 
the mind. If one tries to find the Buddha away from this mind, one will never 
find him."3 In Secrets on Ct~ltivating the Mind (Szrsirnh1dl 1203- 1205), Chinul 
states, "If one wants to avoid transmigration, the best way is to search for 
the Buddha. Though I said 'search for the Buddha,' this mind is the Buddha. 
The mind cannot be found in a distant place but is inside this body" (HPC 
4.708b). Also in Srruight Talk on the h e  Mind (Chinsim chikso'l, around 
1205), Chinul advises that the role of patriarchs is "to help sentient beings 
look at their original nature by themselves" (HPC 4.715a). 

By identifying the mind, the Buddha, and one's original nature, Chinul 
joins many other Zen Inasters for whom the identity between the Buddha 
and the sentient being in her!his original state marks the basic premise of the 
school. Chinul further characterizes the original state of a sentient being as a 
state of liberation and, thus, advises his contemporary practitioners: 

Why don't you first trust that the mind is originally pure, the defilement empty. 
Do not suspect this, but practice by relying on this. Outwardly observe precepts, 
and forget about binding or attachment: inwardly practice sumiidhi, which, how- 
ever, should not be suppression. When one detaches oneself from evil, there is 
nothing to cut off, and when one practices meditation, there is nothing to prac- 
tice. The practice without practice, the cutting off with nothing to cut off, can be 
said to be real practice and real cutting off. (HPC 4.700b) 

Through such paradoxical statements as "the practice without practice" or 
"the cutting off with nothing to cut off," Zen Buddhists, including Chinul, 
emphasize that the ultimately realized liberated state of enlightenment is none 
other than the original state of a being. Chinul describes such a state of the 
mind as the original mind of both the Buddha and sentient beings. In the Secrets 
on Cultivating the Mind, Chinul clarifies this non-existence of the differences 
between the Buddha and sentient beings through his emphasis on "the mind 
of marvelous knowing" (K. .I-o'ngthi chisinz) which is empty and quiet (K. 
kongi6k). Chinul states, "The deluded thoughts are originally quiet, and the 
outside world is originally empty: in the place where all dham~as are empty the 
marvelous knowing exists, which is not dark. This mind of marvelous knowing, 
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which is empty and quiet, is your original face. This is also the dharma-recogni- 
tion that has been mysteriously transmitted through all the Buddhas in the three 
worlds and all the patriarchs and dharma teachers" (HPC 4.7 1 Oa). 

The emptiness and quietness are the ontological reality of being, whereas 
marvelous knowing is the epistemological ground for the being's awareness 
of the empty and quiet nature of herlhis existence. Chinul further elaborates 
on the quiet and marvelous mind by pointing out that neither an entity (an 
individual) nor the action of the entity-both physical and mental-has one 
identifiable control center. Both an entity and its actions are empty. Their 
source, which Chinul describes as one's own nature (K, scing), is empty, and 
thus, cannot have a shape. Chinul states: 

Since there is no shape, how can it be either big or small? Since it is neither big 
nor small. how can there be limits? There being no limits, there is neither inside 
nor outside: there being neither inside nor outside, there is neither far nor close; 
there being neither far nor close, there is neither this nor that; there being neither 
this nor that. there is neither going nor coming; there being neither going nor 
coming. there is neither life nor death; there being neither life nor death, there 
is neither past nor present; there being neither past nor present, there is neither 
delusion nor awakening; there being neither delusion nor awakening. there is 
neither the secular nor the sacred; there being neither the secular nor the sacred, 
tliere is neither purity nor impurity; there being neither purity nor impurity, there 
is neither right nor wrong; there being neither right nor wrong, all the names and 
sayings cannot explain it. (HPC 4.710~) 

The statement succinctly sums up the logical development of the ontologi- 
cal status of a being, its implications for religious practice, and its position 
in ethical discourse. The non-discriminative nature of one's being negates 
the secular distinctions of binary opposites, and this has been identified as a 
major obstacle that Zen Buddhism needs to deal with in order to make it vi- 
able as an ethical system. For the sake of convenience, let us identify this as 
the first problem of Zen Buddhist ethics: the ambiguity of ethical categories 
in Zen Buddhist discourse. 

Despite the non-existence of a binary distinction between the Buddha and 
sentient beings. in reality, a gap still exists, between the two. Chinul explains 
the bound state of sentient beings on three levels: the first involves being 
bound through external phenomena; the second. through inner desire; and the 
third, through the desire for enlightenment. One can identify them as epis- 
temological, psychological, and religio-teleological bondages respectively. 
These are the bound states that individuals have to get over in order to fully 
realize their original nature. 

Liberation from external phenomena beco~nes  possible through one's real- 
ization of the nature of the relationship between an individual and the outside 



world. In this encounter, the disturbance of the mind by the phenomenal 
world indicates that the practitioner is bound by the characteristics of the ob- 
ject of herlhis perception. Whether the object is a thing or an event, the distur- 
bance of the mind by an external phenomenon gives evidence that the subject 
takes the phenomenon as an entity with a closed identity, and this perceptual 
illusion, according to Chinul, is created through the function of the mind. By 
understanding the phenomenon as if it had a substantial nature, the mind not 
only mistakes the nature of the object of perception, but misunderstands the 
subject's own nature by imposing sustained qualities on the object. In this 
process, both the mind and the phenomenon turn into substances, creating a 
dualistic structure of the subject and the object, and binding both of them to 
imaginary substances. 

The second and the third instances of bondage-that is, bondage through 
an inner desire (or psychological binding) and bondage through the teleo- 
logical idea (or religio-teleological binding)-can be explained through the 
same logic. Emotional reactions to the outside world such as greed, anger, or 
pleasure become problems only when the subject considers them to be fixed 
entities with substantial nature in and of themselves. Once the subject realizes 
that emotions and thoughts are subject to conditioned causality like any other 
things in the world, the subject moves to free herlhimself from stagnated 
emotions. In this case, the reality of greed, anger, or pleasure is admitted, 
but at the same time their provisional status is recognized. The realization of 
the first and second instances of bondage opens a way to liberation from the 
third, for a logical conclusion indicates that, from the beginning, there is noth- 
ing that the practitioner frees herihinlself from. Searching for a goal, that is, 
enlightenment per se, turns out to be the practitioner's illusion. At this point, 
the original state of the practitioner is confirmed as the state of full liberation 
and that of wisdom. 

This brief analysis of the status of sentient beings in bondage reflects the 
inward movement in Zen Buddhism's understanding of an individual's real- 
ity and the subject's realization of innate wisdom. The bondage begins with 
one's mind and so does the liberation from the bondage. The subjective and 
individualistic nature of one's realization of original nature, as demonstrated 
in the above process, can be addressed as another potential problem in the 
construction of Zen Buddhist ethics. We will identify this as the second prob- 
lem of Zen ethics: subjectivitism of Zen practice. 

The identity of difference and difference of identity between the enlight- 
ened and unenlightened leads us to the third potential problem in Zen eth- 
ics: the issue of the ethical agent. In his discussion of Chinul's Buddhism, 
Korean philosopher HyOnghyo Kin1 introduces the idea of existentiality (K. 
siljonsdng) and essentiality (K. potlji/.sbtrg) of the self-nature (K. chusdng). 
Characterizing Chinul's Buddhism as a "metaphysics of the self-mind [K. 
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chasim]."%im defines the meaning of awakening in Chinul as follows: "As 
the mind becomes calm in the process of its acceptance of the self-nature, the 
existential mind experiences a metaphysical acceptance of the self-nature; 
such acceptance is the awakened mind [K. osim]."' The existential mind is 
the unenlightened aspect of the mind, whereas the self-nature is the mind in 
its original state; the former is bound to various aspects of the worldliness of 
an individual, whereas the latter is free from such bondages. When the exis- 
tential mind becomes one with the essence of the self-nature, the existential 
mind turns into the true mind (K. chinsim). Kim's philosophical rephrasing of 
Chinul's Zen thought elaborates on the problem of ethical agency in Chinul's 
thought. Is it the essential (enlightened) mind that is the ethical agent or is it 
the existential (unenlightened) mind? On a theoretical level, they cannot be 
separated. On the other hand, it is true that there exists a gap between the two 
in the real world. 

The three issues that we have identified as potential problems in Zen ethi- 
cal discourse from the perspective of normative ethics-that is, ambiguity of 
ethical categories, subjectivism of practice, and ambiguity in the identity of 
the ethical agent- are not separate issues. but closely related. As the fourth 
entry in this list, we also need to consider the public dimension of Zen awak- 
ening. Supposing that the original nature is an awakened state, how does it 
enable an individual to practice virtuous actions? Why does the ontological 
recovery of one's original state facilitate moral behavior and bodhisattvic 
activities? The former occurs within the domain of the subject, whereas the 
latter takes place in the subject's shared realm with others. How are they con- 
nected to each other? 

The Zen Buddhist tradition has offered at best a vague response to this 
issue. Examine the following statement by Chinul from his Encouragenient 
to Practice: 

Vain are all phenomena. [When you encounter phenomena] search for the body 
in a calm state, firmly close the castle of your mind, and make more efforts to 
concentrate. You will find a quiet returning place, which is coinfortable and 
without discontinuity. In that situation, the mind of love or hatred will nntural/~, 
disappear: compassion and wisdom will natlrrall). become clearer as your evil 
kanna will be naturall), cut off and ~neritorious behavior will nat~irallj. be ad- 
kanced (emphasis mine). (HPC 4.699b) 

In this passage, the correction of perceptual illusion is directly connected 
with moral activities. In other places in the same text, Chinul quotes a gatha 
which runs: "Dhyana is the armor of diamond. It is capable of fending off 
the arrows of defilement; Dhyana is the storehouse of wisdom; it is the field 
of all kinds of meritorious virtues" (HPC 4.701a). In this gatha, meditation 
leads one to virtuous behavior. Not only is there no explanation of why that 



should be the case, but Chinul does not explain the nature of this meritorious 
behavior either. Do they have to do with social engagement or is the fact that 
one is free from all illusionary thoughts itself virtuous behavior? 

Chinul's "naturalist" position exposed above seems a good example of 
what James Whitehill criticizes as a "transcendence trap" of the romanticized 
version of Zen Buddhist ethics. Whitehill writes: "The trap misleads them 
[interpreters of Zen] and us into portraying the perfected moral life as a non- 
rational expressiveness, something natural, spontaneous, non-linguistic, and 
un~alculating."~ The claim that enlightenment, identified as the recovery of 
the original mind, will "naturally" condition ethical behaviors is challenged 
by an incident related to the founder of Buddhism, the Buddha. The Buddha's 
awakening was not immediately transformed into compassionate activities. 
After attaining enlightenment, the Buddha hesitated as to whether he should 
share the contents of his awakening ~vi th  fellow human beings. If the Buddha 
attained awakening, he must have fully embodied wisdom. But still he hesi- 
tated before he made up his mind to exercise his colnpassion to help fellow 
human beings. 

According to the "Brahmii Sutta" in the Sat,nq:urta-nikzya, the Buddha 
needed outside help to reach the conclusion that he should share the con- 
tent of his awakening. The "Brahmii Sutta" begins with the Buddha's doubt 
about the possibility of being understood. if he imparts the content of his 
enlightenment: 

Thus have I heard:-The Exalted One was once staying at UruvelB, on the banks 
of the river Neraiijara, beneath the Goatherd's Banyan. and he had just attained 
full enlightenment. Now as he Lvas privately meditating. the thought arose in 
him: 'I have penetrated this Norm, deep, hard to perceix e, hard to understand, 
peaceful and sublime, no mere dialectic, subtle, intelligible only to the wise. 
But this is a race devoting itself to the things to which it clings, devoted thereto, 
delighting therein. And for a race dei-oting itself to the things to Lihich it clings, 
devoted thereto. delighting therein. this \vere a matter hard to perceive, to wit, 
that this is conditioned by that-that all that happens is by Lvay of cause. This, 
too, were a matter hard to discenl, to wit, the tranquillization of all the activities 
of [worldly] life, the renunciation of all substrates of rebirth, the destruction 
of natural cravings, passionlessness. cessation Nibbana. And now I only might 
teach the Norm, and others  night not acknowledge me: this \\auld be weari- 
some to me, this would be hurtful to me.' 

When the Buddha was speculating like this, knowing the Buddha's think- 
ing, Brahmii-Sahampati comes to exhort the Buddha to preach his teaching 
for those who were yet to completely succumb to the defilements of the 
worldly life. BrahmCi-Sahampati thus states. "Lord! Let the Exalted One 
preach the Norm! Let the Blessed One preach the Norm! There are souls 
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whose eyes are hardly dimmed by dust; they are perishing from not hearing 
the Norm. They will come to be knowers of the N ~ r m . " ~  The Buddha con- 
cedes to the advice and turns the wheel of the dharma. How do we contend, 
with this example of the Buddha. that the full realization of wisdom will be, 
immediately and naturally, and without mediation, transformed into compas- 
sion? In addition, if Zen ethics is possible only in the state of enlightenment 
when an individual has fully recovered lierlhis original wisdom, what is the 
status of ethical behaviors of sentient beings who are yet to attain the state of 
pure awakening and wisdom? 

It is true that Zen Buddhism has not been eager to provide a clear answer 
to these questions, but a close examination of Chinul's texts indicates that 
Chinul is in fact keenly aware of this problem and constantly emphasizes the 
gap between the sentient being and the Buddha as much as he confirms the 
identity between the two. The co-existence of the identity and the differences 
between the Buddha and sentient beings can confuse practitioners and cause 
a theoretical conflict in Chinul's Buddhism. However, binary postulations in 
the Zen tradition, including the Buddha and the sentient being, wisdom and 
compassion, the unenlightened and the enlightened, awakening and cultiva- 
tion, should be understood not as a bipolarization for eitherlor but as in a 
relationship of constant tension. In Chinul's Zen Buddhism, the stnicture of 
this tension is concretized through the paradigm of subitisni and gradualism. 

2. The Dialectic of Zen and Huayan 

The dialectics of subitism and gradualism, like that of wisdom and compas- 
sion, lie at the core of the Zen Buddhist basic thesis of the sentient being 
qua the Buddha. In the E,xcerpts,fr.om the Dhari?m Collectiol? 017d Special 
Practice Record with Pel*sonul Notes, Chinul discusses the four Zen schools 
of China as they appear in the Speciul Dharrncr Recolds of Guifeng Zong~ni 
(780-841) and connects them with the theory of subitism and gradual- 
ism. In his commentaries, Chinul states that the doctrinal school spreads 
out teachings and that Zen makes a selection and, thus, simplifies. Chinul 
summarizes the simplified teachings of Zen Buddhism with the following 
two aspects: "With regard to the d /~ lar i?~~ ,  there are absolute (K. pz/lb~.611) 
and changing ( K .  szg.dn) aspects; with regard to humans, there are sudden 
awakening (K. ton '0) and gradual cultivation (K. ~ 1 ~ 0 1 1 7 1 ~ ~ 0 "  (HPC 4 . 7 3 4 ~ ) .  
The absolute and changing aspects of the dharma are not two separate 
phenomena but different aspects of the same dharma. Likewise, for Chinul, 
sudden awakening and gradual cultivation are not in the relationship of ei- 
therlor, but represent two aspects of the same phenomenon. Chinul further 
elaborates on the relationship between awakening and cultivation and, thus, 
wisdom and compassion, as follows: 



Practitioners in our time often say. "if one is able to look into one's Buddha- 
nature clearly, the vow and altruistic behavior will naturally be realized." I, 
Moguja, do not think that this is the case. To see clearly one's Buddha-nature 
is to realize that sentient beings and the Buddha are equal and that there is no 
discrimination between 'me' and others. However, I worry that if one does not 
make the vow of compassion. s,he will stagnate in the state of calmness. The 
Exposition of the Al.atamsukcr Sztfl,o says: "The nature of wisdom being calm, 
it needs to be guarded by the vow." Therefore in the deluded state before the 
awakening, the strength of the mind is dark and tveak, and thus is unable to 
realize the vow. However, once one experiences [the initial] awakening, one 
will be able to sympathize with the suffering of the sentient beings through 
one's discriminative-wisdom. and thus exercise one's compassion and make a 
vow, and practice the bodhisattva path according to one's capacity. which will 
gradually complete one's awakened-behavior. Hotv could this not be joyful? 
(HPC 4.75%) 

In this passage Chinul emphasizes that a mere awareness of wisdom cannot 
be directly connected to compassionate activities. This claim of non-natural 
transition from urisdom to conlpassion could be understood as contradicting 
the remark in the Encozlragenient to Practice in which Chinul emphasizes the 
natural flow from the former to the latter. However, the relationship of wis- 
dom to compassion, like that of the sentient being and the Buddha, takes the 
oxymoronic state in  Zen Buddhism: wisdom and  c o n ~ p a s s i o n  are one,  and  at 
the same time, different. We can interpret the situation by employing twofold 
approaches following Sung Bae Park who makes a distinction between the 
realm of faith and the realm of practice in understanding the sudden-gradual 
paradigm in Chinul. In terms of the realm of faith, practitioners believe that 
their minds are the original Buddha; thus, enlightenment should be sudden. 
In the realm of practice, however, the realization of the innate Buddha-nature 
requires a constant c u l t i ~ a t i o n . ~  In a similar context, Korean Buddhist scholar 
Kbn'gi Kang states that sudden awakening is the realization of wisdom, 
as gradual cultivation is the exercise of c o m p a ~ s i o n . ' ~  Pbpchbng, another 
scholar of Korean Buddhism, moves one step further in his interpretation of 
the relationship between wisdom and compassion in the soteriological stmc- 
ture of sudden-awakening-and-gradual-cultivation in Chinul, and claims: "In 
the case of ~ ~ k y a m u n i  Buddha, awakening under the bodhi trees represents 
sudden enlightenment, whereas forty-five years' activities of guiding numer- 
ous sentient beings represents gradual cultivation. This also represents the 
two wings in Buddhism: wisdom and compassion."" 

This view of sudden awakening and gradual cultivation, especially in our 
exploration of Zen Buddhist ethics, suggests that the seemingly exclusive 
dominance of the inward movement of the practitioner in understanding Zen 
practice needs reconsideration. Unlike the conlmon assumption that Zen 
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practice is exclusively dominated by introspective subjectivism, Chinul con- 
tends that even though introspection facilitates one's awakening, awakening 
should also accompany social activities of compassion to reach its perfection. 
For Chinul, compassionate activities are manifestations of wisdom. This is an 
important point because, unlike the romanticized version of Zen practice that 
envisions a "natural" activation of compassion upon the realization of wis- 
dom, Chinul is claiming that compassion is wisdom; that is, wisdom per se, 
without compassionate actions, cannot be obtained. The commonly accepted 
movement from wisdom to compassion. then, is reversed here. 

In discussing Chinul's view on sudden awakening and gradual cultivation, 
Robert Gimello proposes to understand the sudden-gradual paradigm in Chinul 
as a reflection of the tension within Zen Buddhism between the radical chal- 
lenge to the existing status quo and the necessity of ethical concern and respon- 
sibilities." Gimello suggests that sudden awakening reflects the very promise 
of Zen Buddhism, whereas gradual cultivation meets the ethical dimension 
required for the maintenance of religious practice. Gimello's interpretation can 
also be applied to the seeming conflict between acquiring wisdom and the ex- 
ercise of compassion. Chinul further consolidates the social and ethical dimen- 
sion of Zen practice by bringing together the Huayan doctrine of the dependent 
co-arising of the realm of reality and Zen meditation. 

For Chinul, the mind of the practitioner is a microcosm of Indra's net. Chi- 
nu1 adopts Fazang's Huayan idea of the "dependent co-arising of the realm 
of reality" (C. fajie ytlanqi; K. p6pkye ydn 'gi) as another expression of the 
mind of sentient beings. Since the realization of one's mind is equivalent to 
realizing the dependent co-arising of the realm of reality, the Zen practice of 
the mind is directly related to the practitioner's awareness of herlhis relation 
with others in the objective world. On the other hand, Chinul also follows 
the interpretation of Huayan Buddhism by the lay Buddhist scholar in Tang 
China, Li Tongxuan (635-730). who emphasizes the mind of sentient beings 
in relation to the doctrine of "nature-origination" (C. xingqi; K. sdnggi). This 
enables Chinul to criticize the limits of Fazang's Huayan Buddhism for its 
lack of connection with the practitioner's reality. Dominant scholarship on 
Chinul has understood Chinul's position on Huayan Buddhism as opposing 
the "orthodox" Huayan theory of Fazang's dependent co-arising of the realm 
of reality and preferring the nah~re-origination of Li Tongxuan.13 It is true 
that, from the beginning of the E-eatise or1 the Attainment of Bzrddl~ahood, 
Chinul cites Li Tongxuan as the textual ground for his thoughts on Huayan 
doctrines and takes a critical stance against Fazang apropos of his treatment 
of the theory of the dependent co-arising of the realm of reality. However, it 
is also true that Chinul employs Fazang to support his own theory that Zen 
meditation is not a subjective solipsist practice by identifying the mind of the 
sentient being with the dependent co-arising of the realm of reality. 
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In the fieutise on the Con2ylete and Sudden Attainment o j  Bt~ddhahood 
(Wdndon sdngbul ron), Chinul relies on Li Tongxuan's interpretation and 
identifies the Buddha nature as the revelation of the "Buddha of the Unmov- 
ing Wisdom" (K. pzrdongji PtiI), with which every sentient being is equipped. 
Enlightenment is possible because everybody is already enlightened and, 
thus, existence itself is the occurrence or appearing of the Buddha nature. 
The Buddha of the Unmoving Wisdom is also described as the "original wis- 
dom of universal bright light" (K. k6nbon po '@t~angn~yo'ng;ii), which Chinul 
identifies with the true nature of sentient beings. Since every sentient being 
already has this wisdom, enlightenment is sudden. Asked about whether 
Zen is not one-sided, with its emphasis on the noumenal aspect (K. sdng), 
and lacking the domains of form (K, sang) and function (K. j.orig), Chinul 
responds by saying, "In the experience of awakening to the original nature 
[of one's mind in Zen school], one realizes that within the mirror of one's 
mind exists the inexhaustible world of the multi-layered net of Indra" (HPC 
4. 728 a). Chinul resolves the problem of subjectivism of Zen meditation by 
identifying the inner world of the subject in Zen with the objective world of 
Indra's net: the inside is the outside. 

Commenting on the beginning section of the Hymns of the Dharnia Na- 
ture (Pdpsdng ke) in which Oisang (625-702), the First Patriarch of Korean 
Huayan (K. Hwabm) Buddhism, describes the world of interpenetration 
among things, Chinul writes: 

Only if one reflects upon the pure. clear, and enlightened nature of one's mind, 
myriad images will appear on the transparent mind from lvhich delusions have 
been exhausted. It is just like seawater that is transparently clear: there are no 
images that are not reflected. Hence it is called the ever-abiding function of the 
ocean-seal of all phenomena in the universe. We thus knolv that the function 
of the round and bright self-reliant realm of reality as ~ v e l l  as the unobstructed 
interpenetration among phenomena in three pervasions is not different from the 
clear and transparent enlightened nature [of an individual] (HPC 4.729b). 

In this passage, Chinul emphasizes the importance of recovering the 
"pure, clear, enlightened nature of one's mind." Also, in this section of the 
text, Chinul repeatedly uses the expression "reflecting upon (looking back 
upon) one's mind" as the very way to attain Buddhahood. The final stage of 
the Huayan vision is identified with the "clear and transparent enlightened 
nature" of an individual. The result of such an amalgamation of the Huayan 
vision of the unimpeded interpenetration of things in the phenomenal world 
and Zen emphasis on the mind-qua-Buddha is to confirm that Zen awak- 
ening is only possible for Chinul through the practice of "reflecting upon 
one's mind" (K. panjo), and that awakening is, as it is. the realization of the 
mutually non-interfering phenomena, the ultimate vision of Huayan Bud- 
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dhism. The movement saves Zen from the criticism of internal solipsism. 
about which Chinul agonized. 

Chinul's employment of Huayan thought in his discussion of Zen Bud- 
dhism does not stop here. As much as Chinul emphasizes the sameness in 
theory between Huayan and Zen Buddhism, Chinul also strongly asserts the 
superiority of Zen over Huayan Buddhism. This position of Chinul consti- 
tutes another aspect of Chinul's thought: Chinul contrasts Zhiyan-Fazang's 
understanding of the dependent co-arising of the realm of reality and nature- 
origination against the Li Tongxuan-Chinul version of nature-origination. In 
order to clarify this position, we need to briefly survey the evolution of the 
concept of the dependent co-arising of the realm of reality and nature-origina- 
tion in the evolution of the Buddhist doctrine of dependent co-arising. 

The Huayan concept of nature-origination can be understood as the ulti- 
mate stage of the Buddhist tenet of conditioned causality which has been at 
the center of Buddhist philosophy since the beginning of the tradition. The 
theory of causality appears in early Buddhism in the texts of the Chinese 
Agama and Piili canon as the idea of the twelve links of dependent co-arising. 
In this format, one's ignorance (C. ~vuming) is identified as the original cause 
of the chain of dependently arising entities. The Abhidharma literature takes 
pain to identify the conditions in which a dharma arises. Dependent co-aris- 
ing is understood in connection with various impersonal categories. through 
which the theory of no-self is expounded. The Miidhyamikans make it their 
task to demonstrate that the impersonal categories are empty themselves; 
hence, the famous declaration by Nagiirjuna that "Whatever is dependently 
co-arisen1 That is explained to be en~ptiness." '~ Sinification of Buddhis~n 
adds new dinlensions to the Buddhist theory of dependent co-arising. 

The theory of dependent co-arising of the realm of reality of Huayan Bud- 
dhism expands the dependently arising nature of things to the entire universe, 
as the simile of Indra's net suggests. Nature-origination takes one step beyond 
the theory of dependent co-arising of the realm of reality. Conceptually and 
linguistically speaking, the idea of dependent co-arising presupposes entities 
that are dependently arising. When we say the one is the many, we are already 
assuming this one, whose identity is non-identity. Fazang painstakingly elab- 
orates on the identity of non-identity of this one in his Peatise on the Five 
Teachings through the conceptual frames such as mutual identity and mutual 
penetration. However, mutual identity or mutual penetration itself cannot be 
conceived without first designating the identity which creates the mutuality. 
The idea of nature-origination attempts to resolve this problen~. Its logic can 
be explained as follows: even though we speak of dependent co-arising, in the 
ultimate sense, there are no independent entities that are depending on others 
to arise; if entities are non-entities, then, co-airsing (C. yuanqi) in the ultimate 
sense is no-arising (C. bziqi): hence, it is called nature-origination (C. xingqi). 



The question naturally arises as to what is referred to here by the "nature" in 
nature-origination. What is the nature of nature? 

In H19mns of the Dharnza Nature, h a n g  refers to the image of the jewels in 
Indra's net, and states, "In one particle of dust/ is contained the ten directions 
[the entire world]/all other particles of dustlare the same [in their relation to 
others]."15 Oisang further explains: 

In the teaching of the great dependent co-arising, if there is no "one," the "many" 
cannot be established. [Practitioners] should be well aware of this nature. What 
is called the "one" is not the "one" by its self-nature. [By the same token] what 
is known as the "ten" is not the "ten" by its self-nature; the "ten" comes to be 
knoua as the "ten" by its relation to others [or by dependent co-arising]. All the 
beings produced out of dependent co-arising do not have definite marks nor a 
definite nature. Since there is no self-nature, beings do not exist independently. 
which suggests that birth actually nieans no-birth. No-birth means no need to 
abide. and no abiding means the middle path.16 

The first part of this passage reveals similarity with Fazang's explanation 
of the numbers one through ten in the context of the doctrine of the dependent 
co-arising of the realm of reality. In the second half, Oisang further expands 
the discussion and identifies the nature in nature-origination as the non- 
abiding, the middle path. Since things do not have an independent substantial 
essence of their own, the "co-arising" in the theory of dependent co-arising, 
in its ultimate sense, is "no-arising." This idea of the no-arising of co-arising 
is explained in the Hzrayan jing as the reality of the world of the Buddha or 
the Tathagata. The nature in nature-origination refers to the nature of the Bud- 
dha (or Tathagata). The nature of the Buddha being non-substantial, nature- 
origination is another way of articulating dependent co-arising of entities. 

In his exposition of the tenets of Huayan Buddhism, Chinul repeatedly 
emphasizes that the mind, body, and thought of the sentient being are the 
same as the mind, body, and thought of the Buddha. Chinul concurs with Li 
Tongxuan in interpreting the Mahayiina Buddhist pantheon as a symbolically 
rendered state of sentient beings. In Li Tongxuan's and Chinul's reading, the 
various figures appearing as celestial Buddhas and bodhisattvas in Mahiiyana 
Buddhism turn into symbolic statements of different aspects of sentient be- 
ings' activities of benefiting others: 

If one attains this dharma [of the sameness between the mind of the sentient 
being and that of the Buddha] and benefits sentient beings universally with this 
dharma, it is the practice of Samantabhadra. If one discerns, according to the 
sublime wisdom which is devoid of mind, nature, and principle, the one Lehicle, 
the three vehicles, and the causes and results of human and d e ~ a  existence, the 
person is named Maiijusri. Practicing together tirelessly. using discriminative 
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wisdom to benefit sentient beings while being aware of their faculties, the 
person is named Samantabhadra. To vow to rescue all sentient beings through 
great coinpassion is named Avalokiteivara. To cultivate these three types of 
mind siniultaneously is named Vairocana Buddha (HPC 4.725b; translation 
modified).]? 

The implication is that the nature in nature-origination in Chinul's 
Huayan Buddhism cannot presuppose any transcendental being of 'es- 
sence'. After all, as Chinul emphasizes, the Buddha exists only in the mind 
of the sentient being. 

Despite this identification between nature-origination and the dependent 
co-arising of the realm of reality, Chinul makes a movement to distinguish 
his exposition of nature-origination from that of Fazang. Chinul contends 
that in Fazang's theory of the "nature-origination qua dependent co-arising 
of the realm of reality," the relationship between the Buddha and sentient 
beings is like jewels in Indra's net: they are separate. In Chinul's own theory 
of the "nature origination qua dependent co-arising of the realm of reality." 
Indra's net is the mind of sentient beings: the Buddha and sentient beings 
are identical. In this manner, Chinul criticizes that in Fazang's version of 
Huayan Buddhism, there is no connection between sentient beings and the 
ultimate reality of the world. However, Chinul does not completely dismiss 
the idea that Fazang actually negated this relationship between the Buddha 
and sentient beings. To make this claim, Chinul resorts to Fazang's essay Xizr 
Hzrq'an aorhi ~r.angjin huanyzian gzian (Cultivation of Contemplation of the 
Inner Meaning of the Huayan: The Ending of Delusion and Return to the 
Source). and comments: 

According to the explanation given here by Hsien-shou [Xianshou]. the qual- 
ity of unimpeded interfusion which universally pervades the dhal-mnd/iutu. . . 
arises from the pure, perfectly bright essence of the self-nature within the minds 
of sentient beings. If, as the Hwadm [Huayan] sect explains, this one, true, 
unobstructed d~ici i -mad/~~tu and the original enlightenment of pure nature in the 
~ninds of sentient beings are different in their nature, the Patriarch Hsien-shou 
would be a deceitful liar luring the blind and the deaf with such statements" 
(HPC 4.729 a: translation modified).'" 

For Chinul, the original nature implies "the pure and perfectly bright es- 
sence of the self-nature within the minds of sentient beings" (HPC 4.729~1). 
This nature is the same with both the Buddha and the sentient beings, and 
its appearance in the phenomenal world is called the dependent co-arising of 
the realm of reality. and its ~nicrocosm is the minds of sentient beings. For 
Chinul, the final stage of mutually non-interfering phenomena in the Huayan 
fourfold worldview is possible only when each individual is in a state of 
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hislher original nature, without being deluded by the concepts of self, person, 
and so forth. 

By incorporating the Huayan fourfold ~vorldview into his philosophy 
of mind, Chinul is able to present the Zen practice of mind as that which 
is equivalent to understanding and getting involved with the phenomenal 
world. Here we find a juncture in which the Zen Buddhist theory of mind and 
practice, Huayan phenomenology, and the postmodem claim of heterogene- 
ity come together in sharing their problems in confronting normative ethical 
discourse. 

3. Identifying the Pvoblematics 

We have proposed four categories as potential problein areas for under- 
standing Zen Buddhism in the context of ethical discourse: (1) ambiguity of 
ethical categories, (2) subjectivis~n of practice, (3) ambiguity in the identity 
of the ethical agent, and (4) the relationship between awakening and altruis- 
tic action. These seemingly apparent problems are not irreparably negative 
markers for Zen Buddhist ethics. Instead, a serious consideration of Zen 
Buddhism's position in ethical discourse can revalorize the tradition itself 
in the sense that Rita Gross claims that the feminist re-reading of Buddhism 
is a revalorization of the tradition.19 At the same time, considering the na- 
ture of Zen Buddhist ethics also challenges traditional nonnative ethics and 
demands a new ethical mode in our time. In the section below, I will briefly 
discuss why this is the case. 

First, the subjectivist nature of Zen meditation has been understood as an 
anti-social aspect of Zen Buddhism. Chinul's incorporation of the Huayan vi- 
sion of non-obstructive inter-penetration among phenomena in Zen practice 
of mind indicates that for Chinul Zen awakening does not limit itself to the 
personal level of the individual practitioner, but encompasses the diverse 
reality of the phenomenal world. Historically Zen tradition per se has not 
developed exclusively as a Ineditation oriented school, nor have Zen mas- 
ters exclusively focused on solipsistic meditational practices in seclusion. 
In another place, I demonstrated this aspect of Zen Buddhism through the 
case example of Korean Zen Master T'oe'ong Sbngch'bl (1912-1993).'O 
S'6ngch'bl has been well known for his relentlessly strict views in relation to 
both Zen practice and Zen theory. In terms of theory. he challenged Chinul's 
sudden-enlightenment-gradual-c~lltikation paradigm as a heretic teaching 
of Zen Buddhism. He criticized Chinul's Zen Buddhism with a derogatory 
term "Huayan Zen." In his own practice, he undertook. for eight years, the 
practice of 'never lying down' (K. changjlt~u p ~ i n t ~ ~ )  and. for ten years, the 
practice of seclusion (K. tonggzr pzrlch 'ul 1955- 1965). He was also obstinate 
in his belief that practitioners should lead a life of isolation on a mountainside 



without becoming involved in worldly affairs. However, in his dharma talk 
to Buddhist practitioners, S'bngch'bl relies on Huayan thought and brings 
special attention to the practice of Sarnantabhadra-bodhisattva in the Ht~ayar~ 
jing. In the SGtl,a, the truth searcher Sudhana comes to hear Samantabhadra 
bodhisattva's great vows, in which Samantabhadra explains the dharma-of- 
ferings as follows: 

[Dharma-offerings means] making offerings to the Buddha by practice as taught 
by the Buddha: that is. by helping sentient beings; by respecting and embracing 
sentient beings; by emphasizing the suffering of sentient beings; by producing 
the root of goodness; by not deserting bodhisattvic activities; by not leaving the 
bodhisattvic mind. . . . Such ut1iiost and universal offerings should be made until 
the empty sky becomes exhausted, until the world of sentient beings becomes 
exhausted. until the karmic result of the sentient beings and their defileiiients 
becomes exhausted. Only then, my offering-makings will come to an end, too. 
However, the empty sky and all of the above including the defilement of sentient 
beings cannot be exhausted. my offering-making cannot come to an end, either.?' 

Sdngch'bl emphasizes that, a~uong  the above seven dharma-offerings, 
helping sentient beings is the marrow of the Buddha's teaching. He also cites 
the story from the same SGt1.a that to offer a bowl of cold rice to a starving 
dog is a better way to make offerings to the Buddha than offering thousands 
of prostrations to the Buddha.?? 

Secondly, the relationship between the subjective mind and objective phe- 
nomenal world is realized in the paradigm of the sudden and gradual practice 
and this clarifies the relationship beween awakening (wisdom) and altruistic 
activities (conipassion) in Zen Buddhism. The awakening to the nature of 
one's mind is sudden, but its actualization in the phenomenal world is grad- 
ual. Cliinul emphasized that awareness of one's wisdom does not naturally 
translate into activities of compassion, and that one should constantly makc 
efforts for altruistic behavior as one makes offerings to the Buddha. 

Thirdly, the ambiguity of ethical categories and the identity of the ethical 
agent are not so much a problem of Zen Buddhism per se, but rather arise 
when one views the Zen Buddhist value system from the perspective of nor- 
mative ethics. If the metaphysical concept of ethics is grounded in the belief 
that humans as rational beings are capable of distinguishing between right 
and wrong or good and bad, then Zen Buddhist ethics cannot follow the mode 
of normative ethics, for, from the Zen perspective, making a distinction itself 
creates delusion. This, however, does not mean that Zen cannot provide ethi- 
cal guidelines, for ethics begin with the acceptance that such distinctions are 
possible only after appropriation and. thus, suppression in decision-making. 
One name for such an appropriation is bias; Zen Buddhism calls it delusion. 
This suggests that one cannot create Zen Buddhist ethics simply by appro- 



priating Zen theories into the format of existing normative ethics; instead, 
Zen Buddhist ethics demands a neu direction in our understanding of ethical 
categorization itself. 

Zen Buddhism is not alone in demanding a new form of ethics that radi- 
cally challenges normative ethics with n~etaphysical postulations. Through 
the negation of totalizing metaphysical power and endorsement of a non-sub- 
stantialist mode of thinking, postmodern philosophy has also faced problems 
similar to thoes of Zen Buddhist ethics. In this context, a consideration of the 
nature of Zen Buddhist ethics can align with postmodern ethical thinking. In 
order to consider Zen Buddhist ethics in its full scope, a new ethical paradigm 
to which both postmodern philosophy and Zen Buddhism can contribute, 
should emerge as an alternative to normative ethics. 



Chapter  Ten 

The Ethics of Tension: 
Toward Buddhist-Postmodern Ethics 

1. Ethics and Tension 

In his book Step Back: Ethics and Politics aJiel- Deconstl-zrcfion, David 
Wood characterizes postmodern forms of ethics as a "step back": "The step 
back marks a certain shape of philosophical practice, one that does not just 
resign itself to, but affirms the necessity of, ambiguity, incompleteness, 
repetition, negotiation, and contingency."' What Wood identifies as the 
characteristics of deconstructive ethics-that is, ambiguity, incompleteness, 
repetition, negotiation, and contingency-stands opposite to the general 
characteristics of normative ethics and moral philosophy. Normative ethics 
becomes possible through a clear cut judgment between binary opposites, 
whereas Wood's statement is characterized by a refusal to provide such a 
definitive mode in our ethical imagination. Instead of offering a ready-made 
recipe to answer our ethical questions, Wood suggests the ethical as a state 
of suspension. He explains this suspension by using John Keats' famous 
expression "negative capability," which Keats defines as a state "when man 
is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable 
reaching after fact and reason."' 

Wood's description is reminiscent of the way Lyotard describes postmodern 
knowledge: "Postmodern knowledge is not simply a tool of the authorities; it 
refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces our ability to tolerate the 
incommens~rable."~ We are also reminded of Chinul's teaching that hztatozr 
is neither a presentation of tn~th  nor a cure of the practitioner's diseases. It is 
in the way a hzratou interacts with the practitioner that a huatou becomes a 
huatou, and the reality to which a hzratozr leads the practitioner is the Huayan 
world of the unobstructed interpenetration of phenomena, or the world of 
inexhaustibility of beings. 



Doubts and the ensuing state of uncertainty are inevitable stages that the 
practitioners of huatozr meditation have to deal with as they confront the 
aporia that sentient beings are Buddhas just as they are. Does Zen Buddhism 
offer a final resolution to this paradox of sentient being-qua-Buddha? The 
paradigm of subitisln and gradualism suggests that this is not the case. Coun- 
terintuitive as it might sound, a sentient being does not "become" a Buddha 
in the Zen Buddhist paradigm; instead, a sentient being "is" the Buddha. The 
Buddha and sentient beings are "non-dialectizable aporia," as Derrida would 
have it. 

What kind of ethics can we envision in this context? Simon Critchley, the 
author of Ethics ofDeconstrucfion: Derridn and Levinas, discusses the nature 
of the ethics of deconstruction as follows: "an ethical moment is essential to 
deconstructive reading and that ethics is the goal, or horizon, towards which 
Derrida's work tends."l However, Critchley warns the reader that this does 
not imply that "an ethics can be derived from decon~truction."~ Critchley 
contends, "deconstruction 'is' ethical, or . . . deconstruction takes place ( a  
liezr) ethically." Critchley relies on Levinas's concept of the ethical in order 
to illustrate deconstructive ethics. The validity of such a move is question- 
able, given that Derrida has criticized in his early works Levinas's absolute 
other, or the face of the other, as still hovering in the domain of the identity 
principle. 

Wood makes a similar move as he refers to Levinas in his discussion of 
the ethical mode in deconstruction and describes it through a spatial concept. 
Wood notes that Levinas's idea of ethics as a first philosophy is removed 
from the normative concept of ethics. \vhich is rule-bound, and states, "for 
Levinas, the ethical is the space of infinite responsibility for the other man. 
. . . For Derrida, this responsibility takes on a more general openness to the 
sites at which otherness-and not just other man-is occluded in our thinking 
and writing."Both Wood and Critchley counterbalance deconstructive ethics 
arising in the space with the rule-bound ethics of metaphysics. What could it 
mean to say that the ethical arises in this space? The idea demands that we 
re-conceptualize the very definition of ethics. I would like to place the space 
for Buddhist deconstructive ethics in the tension between the centripetal and 
centrifugal forces. 

The ethics of tension, as a potential form of Buddhist-postmodern ethics, 
has some similarities with Wood's proposition of openness. Tension, as a 
form of ethical awareness and a paradigm, does not denote a conflict that is 
subject to a final resolution. Like Lyotard's postmodern resistance to con- 
sensus, the ethics of tension represents an inevitable heterogeneity existing 
in the identity of an entity, be it individual, cultural, social, or philosophical. 
The ethics of tension reflects what Derrida calls undecidability, which rises 
from the inexhaustibility of context. The tension is also re~niniscent of the 



Buddha's silence, which is his acting out of the middle path. Like Derrida's 
undecidability, the Buddha's silence is the expression of the non-identity of 
an entity, the impossibility of making a once-and-for-all demarcation. What 
should be noted in understanding the concepts of heterogeneity and undecid- 
ability is that they are anchored in the concept of homogeneity and decision- 
making (i.e, decidability). Ironic as it may be, without the idea of homogene- 
ity and the need for a decision, heterogeneity and undecidability cannot earn 
their meaning. As Chinul emphasizes, the Buddha is the Buddha in the mind 
of sentient beings. Without the discriminating mind of sentient beings, the 
Buddha does not exist. The very tension between the two, instead of a na'ive 
inflation of either side-be it heterogeneity, undecidability, or the Buddha on 
the one hand, and homogeneity, decision-making, or sentient minds on the 
other-facilitates the space for the ethical. 

Tension has taken various forms in our philosophical discussion. Just to 
name a few, in Kristeva, the tension appears as that between the semiotic 
drive, energy, and source of life and the symbolic designation of language, 
social norms, and the law. In Heidegger, this tension is revealed through 
metaphysics and the violation of metaphysics and logic through the imagina- 
tion of the nothing, the nothing that exists before negation. In PrajfiZpii.amitii 
literature, this tension is expressed through the alternating use of affirmation 
and negation of the nothing. In Huineng's Platform Sfitra, the tension appears 
between his teaching of the non-abiding and the self-legitimization of his 
own teaching of subitism. In Zen gong'an dialogue, the tension is between 
commonsense logic of linguistic conventions and their deviations. In Chinul, 
the tension is imbedded in the relationship between sudden enlightenment 
and gradual cultivation. In the context of Zen Buddhism, tension can also be 
identified as that between wisdom and compassion, and in the context of de- 
construction, tension exists between the two poles in the binary postulations 
existing in our linguistic-philosophical framework. 

In the history of philosophy, a generic form of acknowledging the two poles 
out of which tension emerges has various names: the transcendental and the 
empirical, the noumenal and the phenomenal, universality and particularity, 
the Buddha and sentient beings, the mind and the world, the subject and the 
object, the one and the many, the ontological and the ontic, the Truth and its 
dissemination. sudden enlightenment and gradual practice. For the purposes 
of our discussion. we have identified this as that which falls between centrip- 
etal and centrifugal forces. The former denotes the attempt to identify a uni- 
fied and orderly logic of the world and being whereas the latter refers to the 
inevitable disseminating, dispersing, and diffusing nature of existence, which 
both Buddhism (especially Zen and Huayan versions of it) and postmodern- 
ism (if not the Habermasian version of it) consider the nature of an entity. 
When we approach these poles without a final resolution on the horizon, the 
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mutually enforcing relationship between the two becomes one of excess, the 
overflow of an existing signifying system. This excess or overflow marks the 
limits of rule-bound ethics, and in the space of that marking. what is called 
the ethical emerges. 

To acknowledge 'tension' as a form of ethics is an effort to prevent clo- 
sure in reading texts and contexts. In accordance with this spirit, we have 
discussed the tension between the centrifugal force of the self-legitimation 
of the Zen textltradition and the centripetal force of Zen Buddhism's chal- 
lenge to the reifying mode of human minds, including the different types of 
authorities in life, whether linguistic, social, or religious. By acknowledging 
both sides of the Zen tradition, and by identifying their relationship as one 
of tension (instead of eliminating one as an authentic form of the tradition, 
while ostracizing the other as false), our discussion moves beyond the desire 
to make a final decision. 

In our discussion of Huayan Buddhism as well, we have paid attention to 
the co-existence of the centripetal and centrifugal forces in Huayan philoso- 
phy and its self-presentation. We examined the force represented by the early 
Huayan masters' emphasis on noumenon (the all-encompassing one) and at 
the same time noted the centrifugal force of recognizing phenomenal diversity 
as the tradition continues to claim the n~utually non-interfering phenomena 
(the world of diversity) as the signature of the school. Instead of treating their 
co-existence as a hermeneutic problem, we have proposed understanding this 
tension between the two as part of the message that is Huayan Buddhism. 

In the spirit of the modernist thinking and scholarship, to search for a 
unity in a text, in a discourse, or in an individual's life has been linked 
with identifying its value. Consistency and coherency were understood as 
generating meaningful logic whereas conflict and gap in a discourse were 
stigmatized as defects. Postmodernity questions the rules to which the unity 
and consistence anchor themselves. To repeat Lyotard, once we raise ques- 
tions as to who decides the rules for the existence of a coherent unity, and 
from whose perspective coherence will be tailored, we come to realize that 
there is not one or two coherent themes in a discourse, but as many coherent 
interpretations of a text as there are different views-without any guarantee 
that these individually (and seemingly coherent) interpretations will not 
contradict one another. 

Can we ever know which interpretations are authentic, valuable, and even 
legitimate readings of a text, and which ones are by-products of the reader's 
poorly trained reading skills? One might argue that the invitation to entertain 
heterogeneity in a text is an invitation to chaos and the loss of quality in our 
lives, and some people criticize postmodernity with this argument. However, 
we should note that the question itself is posed in the ~llodernist spirit to find 
one right answer instead of acknowledging differences and heterogeneity. 
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Here once again we are reminded of the undeclared thesis of the Buddha in 
which the questions are posed in a way that the other party's possibility to 
respond to the questions is foreclosed. In this sense, Lyotard states that the 
principle of postmodern knowledge "is not the expert's homology, but the 
inventor's paralogy."' Lyotard's paralogy denotes the multiple-localized cen- 
ters that make a value judgment depending on the context. What makes our 
knowledge and value judgments a local truth instead of a universal one is the 
mutirally enforced tension between the centripetal and centrifugal forces. 

2. Apovia, the Ethical, and the Logic of Compassion 

The tension between the universal (or unconditionality) and the particular 
(or conditionality) of an event becomes a theme of Derrida's discussion 
of hospitality which frequently appears in Derrida's discussion of ethics 
in his later works. Hospitality by definition means being hospitable: it is a 
generous, cordial and welcoming reception of others, one's guests, to one's 
residence. This relationship between the hostlhostess and the guests can be 
expanded to include different levels ranging from an individual's invitation 
to one's friends, a community's invitation to non-community residents. or 
a nation's reception of non-citizens of the nation. Kant explores the idea in 
his 1795 essay "Perpetual Peace," in which he argues that hospitality is a 
basis for a nation-state's hosting of foreigners, whether they are temporary 
visitors to that country, immigrants, asylum seekers, or refugees. Still on an 
abstract level, hospitality is one's relation to the other, the subject's reception 
of what the subject considers its non-identity. Since hospitality is a reception 
of the other and the relationship is based on one's willingness and aspiration 
to maintain a good relationship with others, hospitality for Derrida co-exists 
with ethics. 

What is at stake in Derrida's discussion of hospitality is the very aporia 
that the concept of hospitality carries with it. On the one hand. hospitality 
means one's opening of one's space to guests, foreigners, and visitors whole- 
heartedly and without condition; hence conceptually, hospitality is pure and 
unconditional. On the other hand, hospitality in reality cannot but be limited 
by reality. No one can just open their home unconditionally even when they 
are welcon~ing their guests with their whole heart. This is not because one 
receives guests with an unwelcoming mind, but because no matter how much 
one opens one's door to a commitment to hospitality, appropriation is inevi- 
table in the actualization of hospitality. 

The conditionality of hospitality becomes a more serious issue when it 
comes to a nation's acceptance of foreigners. No nation-at least in our 
titne-can accept foreigners i~nconditionally without contradicting its re- 
sponsibility to protect its citizens. Further, one cannot fully conceptualize 



unconditional hospitality, because it is unconditional. As Derrida notes, "this 
concept of pure hospitality can have no legal or political status. No state can 
write it into its laws."8 The point. however, is not that unconditional hos- 
pitality cannot be performed in reality; but that one cannot simply dismiss 
it because of its impracticality and its ineffability and choose conditional 
hospitality. Derrida writes, "No state can write it into its laws. But without 
at least the thought of this pure and unconditional hospitality, of hospitality 
itself, we would have no concept of hospitality in general and would not even 
be able to determine any rules for conditional h~spitali ty."~ Anyone who falls 
in love dreams of unconditional and pure love-pure and unconditional love 
in which one can open oneself to and 1oj.e the other party, no matter what. 
However, pure love, because of its purity and unconditionality, cannot be ac- 
tualized; when it is actualized, one needs to put it in a concrete form, which 
inevitably involves the process of appropriation. The love, which is always 
conditioned and conditional, cannot be separated from the concept of pure 
and unconditional love. Derrida jvrites: 

Unconditional hospitality. nhich is neither juridical nor political, is nonethe- 
less the condition of the political and the juridical. . . . Paradox, aporia: These 
two hospitalities are at once heterogeneous and indissociable. Heterogeneous 
because we can move from one to the other only by ineans of an absolute leap, 
a leap beyond knowledge and po\ver. beyond nonns and rules. Unconditional 
hospitality is transcendent with regard to the political. the juridical, perhaps 
even to the ethical. But-and here is the indissociability-I cannot open the 
door, I cannot expose myself to the coming of the other and offer hiin or her 
anything whatsoever without niaking this hospitality effecti~ e, without. in some 
concrete way. giving sonlething determinate. This determination will thus have 
to re-inscribe the unconditional into certain conditions."' 

The logic Derrida e~nploys in this passage is reminiscent of our discus- 
sions of Zen Buddhism-especially its identification of Buddha and sen- 
tient beings and the functioning of wisdom and compassion-and Huayan 
Buddhism's exposition of the lloil~llenal and the phenomenal. In our ap- 
proach to Zen Buddhism, there has aljvays been a certain attachment to 
enlightenment. The idea that enlightenment should be explained once and 
for all represents the mentality that is accustomed to linear temporality 
and the teleological paradigm. What if the Buddha's enlightenment were 
not the end of his enlightenment? And surely his enlightenment under 
the bodhi tree cannot be the end or completion of his enlightenment. But 
how else could we conceive of the Buddha's enlightenment? According to 
Vimalakirti, enlightenment is "the eradication of all marks. Enlightenment 
is free of presumptions concerning all objects. Enlightenment is free of the 
functioning of all intentional thoughts. Enlightennlent is annihilation of all 
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 conviction^."^^ Note the absolutist postulation reflected in Vimalakirti's 
articulation of enlightenment. 

In a seemingly different expression, but within the same boundary of un- 
derstanding, one finds a modern version of the definition of enlightenment. 
Nishida Kitar6 states, "enlightenment is . . . an ultimate seeing of the bottom- 
less nothingness of the self that is simultaneously a seeing of the fountainhead 
of sin and evil."" Chinul repeatedly emphasizes that in the ultimate sense, 
all obstacles to enlightenment are enlightenment just as they are. As another 
variation of presentation of enlightenment, we are reminded of the story of 
Mazu and Shuiliao which we discussed earlier. In this famous Zen gong'an, 
Mazu is not bothered with Shuiliao when the latter breaks out into loud 
laughter after Mazu hits him. These diverse expressions of enlightenment 
address the issue of how to inscribe this pure concept of enlightenment into 
the conditioned and conditional existence of a being. A similar question can 
be asked about the Huayan view of the noumenal and the phenomenal. In the 
Huayan fourfold worldview, if we understand the noumenal as the uncondi- 
tional that cannot be inscribed into reality "as it is" because of the very fact 
that it is unconditional, but at the same time, noumenon cannot be completely 
dissociated from the phenomenal reality, then we begin to understand Cheng- 
guan's insightful statement: the noumenal is to be approached with wisdom 
and the phenomenal both with wisdom and compassion. 

Let us try to apply this concept of heterogeneity between the unconditional 
and the conditional-and their indissociability-to concrete examples. I will 
provide two traumatic episodes from the history of the twentieth century. 
and I will demonstrate how they can be explained using our concept of the 
tension between the unconditional and conditional or between the centripetal 
and centrifugal forces. 

The first example is related to the conflict between Tibet and China. Victor 
Chan, the co-author of The Wisdom of Forgiveness: Intimate Conversations 
and Jozlrnej:~, describes his first encounter with the Dalai Lama as follows: 

As you remember . . . it1 my first audience with you back in 1972, the question 
i~pperrnost in my mind was whether you hated the Chinese. You told me you 
don't hate them; you told me you have truly forgiven them. Your holiness, this 
was just thirteen years after you'd lost your country. I was very surprised at 
your magnanimity." "That's Buddhist training," the Dalai Lama replied. "Not 
sometliing unique in my case. . . Forgiveness and compassion are important 
parts of practice." l 3  

The second example deals with the conflict between the Jews and the 
Nazis. January 27, 2005 marks the sixtieth anniversary of the liberation of 
Auschwitz-Birkenau in Poland. As many as 1.5 million people were gassed 
or shot to death in this camp in rural southern Poland. Dick Cheney, Vice- 



President of the United States, attended the ceremony and was reported to 
have commented on the occasion: "The story of the camps reminds us that 
evil is real and must be called by its name and ~onfronted." '~  Vice-President 
Cheney's determination to confront evil is in stark contrast to a statement 
made by a woman who survived Auschwitz. Her name is Eve Mezes Kor. She 
was one of 7,000 people left behind by the Nazis when the Nazis abandoned 
the camp. She was only ten years old at the time and had been abused by Dr. 
Joseph Mengele, Auschwitz's head physician, who conducted gruesome med- 
ical experiments on humans. Since the liberation, Eve Kor had returned to the 
camp several times. In an intemiew marking the sixtieth anniversary of the 
liberation of the camp, she was quoted as saying. "I know most people won't 
understand this, but I have forgiven the Nazis. I have forgiven Mengele, I 
have forgiven everybody. I no longer carry the burden of pain. I have given 
myself the gift of forgiveness."lj 

Atrocities at Auschwitz and in Tibet are two of the most well-known mass- 
events in the history of the twentieth century which have left behind traumatic 
memories of the "unforgivable." Despite the extreme cruelties the historical 
situation had created for them, the Dalai Lama and Eve Mezes Kor expressed 
forgiveness as the ultimate way for them to make peace with history and their 
traumatic memories. When forgiveness is expressed as the ultimate way of 
reconciling with the conflict one experiences, what do people forgive? Do 
people forgive uncollditionally or are there conditions for forgiveness? 

In his essay "On Forgiveness.'. Derrida draws our attention to the per- 
vasiveness of "asking for forgiveness" on the international scene since the 
Second World War. In that context, he asks why the Abrahamic tradition of 
asking for forgiveness is so penasive even in nations, such as Korea, China, 
or Japan, whose dominant tradition is not based on Abrahamic religions. He 
further states, "The proliferation of scenes of repentance. or of asking 'for- 
giveness', signifies, no doubt. a lrniversal urgencjs of memory: it is necessary 
to turn toward the past; and it is necessaq9 to take this act of memory, of 
self-accusation, of repentance', of appearance [conzparution] at the same time 
beyond the juridical instance, or that of the Nation-State" (emphasis origi- 
na1).I6 As we have already noticed in the statement by the Dalai Lama, Der- 
rida was not completely correct in assuming that to compromise the history 
of traumatic memory through the exercise of "forgiveness" was an exclusive 
part of the Abrahamic tradition. However, his meditation on the meaning of 
forgiveness provides us with an important question to consider from a Bud- 
dhist perspective. 

In his discussion of forgiveness. as in the case of hospitality, Derrida 
brings our attention to the question of whether conditionality is possible in 
the act of forgiving and of asking forgiveness. By asking forgiveness, one is 
searching for an ultimate way to reconcile with a conflict from the past. The 
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urgency involved in the act of forgiveness requires that the action should be 
done unconditionally. Derrida observes that this urgency of reconciling with 
a history of traumatic memory is frequently charged with its conditionality. 
When forgiveness is brought up, an individual, a society, or a nation-state 
tends to use the act of asking for forgiveness as a means to move beyond that 
act. For example, between two nations, the normalization of their relation- 
ship is frequently an expected end result of the act of asking for forgiveness. 
If an individual. the head of a society, or the head of a nation state says, '"I' 
ask for your forgiveness so that we can normalize our relationship", does this 
statement actually mean that individual is asking for forgiveness? If the other 
party in this act of asking forgiveness and of forgiving responds with, "'I' will 
forgive you on the condition that you do this and that," is the act of forgiving 
actually taking place? 

Conditional forgiveness, by its very nature, creates a debt; with an out- 
standing debt to pay back, forgiveness cannot be an ultimate resolution. What 
we are witnessing in this case is an exchange of benefits through forgiveness. 
Forgiveness, in this case, has conditions-the fulfillment of which will result 
in the expected profits or gains of that action. The exchange of values as a 
reward or a cost of one's action is a familiar discourse in our capitalist society. 
However. if forgiveness can be on the horizon only within that context, is 
forgiveness actually taking place? Derrida thus asks whether forgiveness can 
have finality and is exchangeable: 

each time forgiveness is at the service of a finality, be it noble and spiritual 
(atonement or redemption, reconciliation, salvation), each time that it aims to 
re-establish a llorrnality (social, national, political, psychological) by a work of 
mourning, by some therapy or ecology of memory, then the 'forgiveness' is not 
pure-nor is its concept. Forgiveness is not, it shozild not be, nonnal, normative, 
normalizing. It shoz~ld remain exceptional and extraordinary, in the face of the 
impossible: as if it interrupted the ordinary course of historical temporality." 

In this statement, Derrida places the act of forgiveness in the context 
outside of "historical temporality." To consider the act of forgiveness an 
atemporal action without imposing on it any supreme being such as God or 
an Absolute Spirit means that one should be able to confront the impossible, 
since there is no being who will offer a resolution of the atemporal nature 
of forgiveness within the temporal frame of history. Put another way, from 
Derrida's perspective, if forgiveness takes place as forgiveness. without be- 
ing subjugated by the logic of exchange or conditionality, the act as well as 
the concept of forgiveness is an aporia. That is, to forgive means to forgive 
even the unforgivable. Because if we forgive only that which is forgivable, 
what do we actually forgive? The unforgivable by nature means that which 
cannot be forgiven. However, to forgive means to for-give unconditionally, 
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which should include for-giving the unforgivable. Here is the aporia: the 
full scope of the activation of forgiveness demands forgiving the unforgiv- 
able and forgiving unconditionally. As in the case with unconditional hospi- 
tality, one might feel that Derrida's contention of unconditional forgiveness 
forgiving the unforgivable outside historical time is too outwardly idealis- 
tic, or even nai've. What is at stake in Derrida's discussion on forgiveness 
is not that one should make the aporia of forgiving the unforgivable hap- 
pen; instead, we should ask: what would it mean to think about forgiveness 
without a condition? 

In The Wisdom of Forgiveness, the Dalai Lama explains the two wings 
of Buddhist philosophy as compassion and interdependence. These are also 
what he identifies as two foundations of the act of forgiveness. In explain- 
ing how forgiveness is and should eventually be a natural and logical way of 
reacting to situations one encounters in life, the Dalai Lama gives an example 
of a Chinese boy who was beaten to death by a Chinese soldier because the 
boy's father was a counterrevolutionary. From our (Western) perspective, we 
might be ready to feel outraged by the cruelty of the Chinese soldier. On the 
other hand, from the viewpoint of the Communist party, the soldier could be a 
faithful follower of the party line. Is the Chinese soldier immoral and unethi- 
cal because he killed the innocent boy for the behavior of his father? Or is his 
action justifiable as being faithful to the party line, which condemns counter- 
revolutionaries? Depending on the position from which one approaches the 
situation, one can evaluate the C'linese solider either as a villain or a patriot. 
By considering the two different interpretations of the Chinese soldier's ac- 
tion, the nature of whose action might be obvious to many people, we are 
already entering into the realm of what Derrida calls double-binding. The 
Dalai Lama states: 

The officer's action depends on his motivation; his motivation depends on pro- 
paganda. Because o f  propaganda, the counterrevolutionary father is seen as evil. 
Elimination o f  evil i s  something positive. That kind o f  faith-wrong faith. You 
can't blame that person. . . . Interdependence gives you the whole picture: this 
happens because o f  that. and that happens because o f  this . . .. W e  have to op- 
pose bad action. But that does not mean \I e against [sic] that person, actor. Once 
action stopped, different action come [sic]. then that person could be friend. 
That's why today Chinese is enemy; the next day, there's always the possibility 
to become friend. And that's why I have no problerns forgiving the Chinese for 
what they've done to my country and people.'" 

As the Dalai Lama explains, the theoretical grounds of Buddhist forgive- 
ness is the idea of interdependence, and thus of the emptiness of the self. A 
being, or an actor, is not an entity having a substance Lvhich can be reified 
either as good or bad, but rather is a result of multilevel causations. The act 
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of beating a child for the crime committed by his father cannot be fair. But 
the Chinese soldier who performed that action is also a result of his historical 
situation as much as the child beaten by that soldier is a result of his situation, 
according to the Dalai Lama. 

In keeping with the way the Dalai Lama interprets the situation. we note 
the same logic Huayan Buddhism develops through the fourfold worldview. 
The episode puts together the Huayan concepts of nournenon and phenomena 
and the activation of wisdom and compassion in the form of forgiveness. The 
understanding of inexhaustible contextuality makes it impossible to know the 
whole picture of an event, but the very recognition of the inexhaustibility of 
context. or what Buddhists call wisdom, opens a door toward one's exercise 
of compassion. Actions and entities do not have their own essence. hence 
they are empty; however, this does not indicate that there are no conflicts on 
the phenomenal level. On the phenomenal level, there is a conflict between 
revolutionary and counterrevolutionary ideologies, and thus a conflict be- 
tween the child-beating soldier and the child beaten for his father's action, 
which results in the death of the boy. From the Buddhist perspective, the act 
of forgiveness is possible because of one's understanding of this intertwining 
of events that constitutes the world. With this realization comes the overcom- 
ing of that history, because forgiveness in this case "interrupt[s] the ordinary 
course of historical temporalityw-not in the sense that one moves beyond 
the world of causation or history itself, but in the sense that one's view of 
history moves beyond the segmented view of the events constituting history. 
The act of forgiveness in this case cannot be a part of a transaction, but an act 
of unconditional forgiveness. 

Here comes a question regarding the ethical stance of unconditional for- 
giveness. Does forgiveness in this case suggest that no justice can be done 
in any way? If we separate the actor from the action, and excuse the actor 
from the responsibility of herlhis actions based on the theory of interdepen- 
dence, how do we achieve justice and maintain a society? In several places 
in the Wisdonz of Foi*gil)eness, the Dalai Lama emphasizes the importance 
of emptiness in Buddhism. For example, he states, "According to Buddhist 
belief, unless you meditate on and experience emptiness thoroughly, directly, 
it is very difficult to eliminate your destructive emotion~."~"he Dalai Lama 
further states, "Emptiness does not mean nothing exists. Things exist but the 
way they exist, we cannot find. Therefore empty."20 He further elaborates on 
the concept by using an example of a flower vase: "So emptiness means this 
vase, . . . it exists, but it is the way of existence that we cannot find. Therefore 
empty. Empty nature."" In a similar way, Lyotard understands the world as 
postmodem sublime or the unpresentable. 

Buddhists have been keen to the reality of the world, which always already 
exceeds the frame of reference created by the human mind. This excess, how- 



ever, does not presuppose a super-natural or transcendental being; instead, in 
Buddhist tradition, the excess itself is the nature of the existence of beings 
when one sees the world as structured through multi-layered causations of 
dependent co-arising. The structure of conditioned causality is such that one 
cannot fully separate each entity which has made contribution to the occur- 
rence of each event in the phenomenal world. This is what Fazang calls the 
inexhaustibility (C. chongchorlg ~czrjin) of the dependent co-arising of the 
realm of reality in the Huayan Buddhist understanding of the phenomenal 
world. By the same token, Derrida explains this excessiveness in the structure 
of the world through the concept of the inexhaustibility of the context. Der- 
rida states: 

there is a context but one cannot analyse it exhaustively: the context is open 
because 'it comes' [qa vient], because there is so~nething to come [il 4. a de 
l'avenir]. We have to accept the concept of a non-saturable context, and take 
into account both the context itself and its open structure, its non-closure, if we 
are to make decisions and engage in a wager-or give as a pledge-without 
knowing, without being sure that it nil1 pay off, that it !\,ill be a Lvinner, etc.2 

To be aware of the inexhaustibility of the context, the ilon-saturability of 
a context is possible only when human beings give up their desire to domes- 
ticate the world by imposing a value created by individual minds. Once one 
accepts that the world is beyond the domestication of human minds, the end 
result is, as Derrida states, the awareness of "non-closure" or the "openness" 
of the context. To realize the emptiness of a being is to be aware of the open- 
ness of being and the situation. To understand emptiness as the insaturability 
of the context of our existence. and thus the inevitable openness of one's 
perspective, leads us to the ethical implication of the act of forgiveness. To 
forgive does not mean that we will be ignorant ofjustice, fairness, or the law. 
But how then is justice realized in the act of forgiveness, when forgiveness is 
to be understood not as an act of transaction but of forgiving even the unfor- 
givable? The Dalai Lama states: 

In my own case. in Tibet, all this destruction. death, all happened. Painful expe- 
riences. But revenge . . . creates more unhappiness. So, think wider perspective: 
revenge no good, so forgive. Forgiveness does not nlean you just forget about 
the past. No, you renle~nber the past. Should be aware that these past sufferings 
happened because of narrow-mindedness on both sides. So notv. time passed. 
We feel more wise. more developed. I think that's the only way." 

The exercise of forgiveness, instead of revenge, call produce positive re- 
sults. But is justice actually realized in this act of forgiveness? Rekenge can- 
not be the only alternative to forgiveness. As our daily expression, 'to bring 
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(someone to) justice' tells us, to judge an event at hand and treat i t  justly 
only seems fair. To answer this question, let us return to Derrida and consider 
his understanding of the relationship between justice and forgiveness. In the 
aforementioned essay, Derrida asks whether the act of the forgiveness goes 
together with the realization ofjustice. Thus Derrida writes, "We can imagine 
that someone, a victim of the worst, himself a member of his family, in his 
generation or the preceding, demands that justice be done, that the criminals 
appear before a court, be judged and condemned by a court-and yet in his 
heart forgives. The inverse, of course, is also true. We can imagine, and ac- 
cept. that someone would never forgive, even after a process of acquittal or 
amnesty. The secret of this experience remains."24 

Derrida's statement raises the question as to whether one can talk about the 
completion of the act of forgiveness and that ofjustice as well. When does the 
act of forgiveness reach its completion? When does an individual or a society 
absolutely make peace with history? The Dalai Lama himself also makes a 
statement which echoes the questions posed here when he describes the situ- 
ation of the Chinese boy beaten by a Chinese soldier because of his father's 
counterrevolutionary activities. After stating that he has forgiven the Chinese 
for what they have done to his country and his people, the Dalai Lama also 
says, "But if I was on the spot and meet the Chinese soldier, the officer who 
beat that boy . . . If I was there, and I have gun, then I don't know. . . . Such 
moment. I may shoot the Chinese."*"he Dalai Lama did not elaborate on 
this issue except to say. "Sometin~es, thinking comes later. Action comes 
first."2h But both Derrida's thoughts on the relationship between justice and 
forgiveness and the Dalai Lama's confession about the possibility of being 
controlled by the situation suggest that forgiveness is not an action that has 
finality. 

That forgiveness cannot have finality is something closely related to what 
Derrida calls the unconditional forgiveness. By unconditional forgiveness 
Derrida does not simply mean that the forgiver demands nothing in exchange. 
If forgiveness is granted with a condition, like normalization, the act of for- 
giveness stops when the conditions of forgiveness are satisfied. In the case of 
Eve Mezes Kor or the Dalai Lama, if they have forgiven as they mention they 
have, the act of forgiveness cannot come to an end. It is an ongoing process. 
This is why, as Derrida states, forgiveness cannot be related to the signing 
of a contract. normalization, or a promise of permanent return to a normalcy. 
Instead, it requires a constant effort to realize the emptiness of reality from 
a Buddhist perspective and the insaturability of context from a Derridean 
deconstructive perspective. 

Finality is a foreign concept for both Buddhism and Derridean decon- 
struction, for finality by its very definition and in its spirit anchors itself on 
the closed concept of identity. If forgiveness is understood in the context of 



an openness of being, then justice is also an open concept, which we can 
describe as 'tjustice to be done"" in line with Derrida's concept of "the de- 
mocracy to come" (la democratic ci v e n i ~ ) . ' ~  This "to come" (a venir) is not 
"a ftlttrre reality but . . . that which will always retain the essential structure of 
a promise and . . . that which can only arrive as such as to come [a v e i ~ i r ] . " ~ ~  
The intrinsic incomplete nature of justice and democracy in this sense is not 
contingent upon time or history for its completion. The openness of the world 
and its unfathomability demands of us, fro111 both the Buddhist view of the 
world and from the deconstructionist perspective, constant reappropriations 
of our position. Such an effort is necessary so that we do not subjugate justice 
or forgiveness to the power of sovereignty and of the subject. 

The democracy to come or justice to be done is not a middle stage that 
moves toward its completion through a linear and teleological time scheme. 
Democracy, in order to be democratic, is always democracy-to-come as much 
as justice or forgiveness, to be truthful to its spirit. is always yet to be com- 
plete. Hence, the democracy to come and the justice to be done share the spirit 
of the Zen Buddhist sudden-gradual paradigm, which we can even refer to as 
"enlightenment to come." 

In the Htrayanjing, after the meeting of the fifty-three dharma-teachers, in 
the final stage, the pilgrim Sudhana is sent back to MaiijuSri, who was the first 
dharma teacher Sudhana met. Li Tongxuan interprets it as an indication that the 
final stage of practice is already in the first stage. What does it mean that the 
co~npletion is already encompassed in the initial stage of the practice? Comple- 
tion itself does not have finality: perfection can never be perfect. The very 
capacity to deal with the openness of the world is what Buddhists call compas- 
sion. As the Dalai Lama has stated, dependent co-arising and compassion go 
hand-in-hand in Buddhism. And as Chengguan notes, the phenomenal world 
cannot be understood only through wisdom. The emptiness of the noumenal re- 
ality of each phenomenon does not prevent mutual conflicts, and the full picture 
of the structure of the conflict is not available to human beings. The ambiguity 
in that sense is the basic condition of our daily existence. The logic of compas- 
sion anchors itself in the awareness of this ambiguity of existence itself. 

3. Buddhism, Postmodernity, aad the Ethics of Tension 

In his essay "On Cosmopolitanism," Derrida addresses the special meaning of 
hospitality in its relation to ethics. He declares, "ethics is hospitalip"3(' (empha- 
sis original). He reiterates, "ethics is so thoroughly coextensive with the experi- 
ence of hospitality."" The limits and perversion of our practice of hospitality is, 
from Derrida's perspective, the very li~nits of the ethics we practice. 

Why is ethics hospitality? Because ethics. like hospitality, begins with one's 
relationship with others. Ethics, like hospitality, begins with one's desire to 
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have a favorable, good, and right relationship with others; like hospitality. in 
one's attempt to be fair, be right, and be good, ethics always gets caught in the 
double-bind of the impossibility of making decisions without appropriation. 
To mark the instability of the existing ethics and our decision-making is itself 
deconstructive ethics. It is thus the interruption and intervention in our ethical 
mode of thinking that constih~tes deconstructive ethics. From Derrida's per- 
spective, the function of ethics does not lie in merely offering precise rules for 
our decision-making. Rather, deconstn~ctive ethics functions by displacing the 
existing moral codes and thus reviving and bringing back from suppression the 
trace and forgetfi~lness of the exclusion. Ethics, from a deconstructive perspec- 
tive, reminds us of the question of appropriation and domestication involved in 
our thinking, decision-making, and action-taking processes. 

Deconstructive ethics is possible in our awareness of something to come 
or to happen. This event of the future anterior in turn reveals our awareness 
of the non-saturability of contexts in which we live. The i~npossibility of ex- 
hausting the contexts of our reality makes ethics a humble endeavor to remind 
us of the limitations of human beings. If the metaphysical concept of ethics 
grounds itself in the human rational capacity to distinguish between right and 
wrong or good and bad, deconstructive ethics begins with the acceptance that 
such distinctions are possible only after appropriation and thus suppression 
of the unfavored side in the decision-making process. 

The non-saturability, inexhaustibility, and thus inconceivability, of the 
full scope of our reality contain the secret that every moment of life and 
every being retain within. By the same token, HuayanIZen Buddhist ethics 
begins with our awareness of the non-closure of an entity. The non-identity 
of identity emphasized as the reality of being through the noumenal level 
of the Huayan fourfold worldview opens up the space for the ethical in the 
phenomenal world as entities constantly get involved in conflicts. The fact 
that the whole scope of the conflict cannot be known because of the open- 
ness of reality results in one of the existential conditions of one's being. 
and that is the first step toward compassion. The Zen Buddhist challenge 
to authority and institutions is a constant reminder against the reification of 
the human mind. 

Deconstructive operations do not deny the fact that decisions should be 
made in our daily lives. and especially in the public and political realms. Con- 
versely, the fact that decisions are there to be made each and every inonlent 
of our personal and public lives does not mean that the excluded part in the 
process of the decision-making should also be forgotten. Excluded parties and 
suppressed ideas are always there, as invisible traces, in the marking of the 
decision made. Only when we are constantly reminded of suppression and ex- 
clusion will democracy function as democracy. Hence to Derrida. democracy 
is always "democracy to come"; "it is necessary also in politics to respect the 
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secret, that which exceeds the political or that which is no longer in the juridi- 
cal domain. This is what I would call the 'democracy to come'."" 

The ethical in the Derridean sense demands a consideration of the excess 
of conventional morality and conventional ethics. Deconstructive ethics pro- 
vides us with the possibility of considering the ethical without resorting to the 
metaphysical grounding that frequently functions as a foundation for ethical 
value judgments. It demonstrates that ethics is not just about making distinc- 
tions, and that ethics is also possible by realizing the impossibility of mak- 
ing the final decision. The idea of indecidability and the double-bind, which 
Derrida sees at the core of a being and a being's relationship with the other, 
reveals the limits of any decision-making and thought process that are based 
on clear distinctions. However, the awareness of this indecidability does not 
negate the possibility of ethical discourse. Instead, it provides a non-substan- 
tialist mode of ethical thinking. 

One might consider that the way ethics is outlined in Derridean decon- 
struction and Zen and Huayan Buddhism is not ethics. Or if it is ethics, it 
is non-functioning, or at least an impractical form of ethics, which amounts 
to saying that deconstructive Buddhist ethics does not exist. If ethics is not 
practical, what is ethics for'? Here we need to step back and ask ourselves 
what we mean by "practical"; if we are able to define this term, we should 
ask ourselves whether ethics has ever been practical. I am posing this 
question not to say that ethics consists of empty words, but to say that no 
theory is practical as it is-that we put i t  into practice. To problematize im- 
practicality of a theory is more often than not a way to evade the difficulty 
involved in understanding and practicing the theory because of its radical 
break with habitualized modes of thinking and behaviors. Both deconstruc- 
tive-postmodern ethics and Buddhist ethics, especially in the form I pro- 
pose here, undoubtedly demand a radical departure from the conventional 
concept of ethics itself and because of this fact, it is subject to the criticism 
of being impractical. If we look into the grounds of such a claim, we may, 
in fact, find that deconstruction's and Buddhism's refusal to offer any final 
solution makes many feel insecure. But if we "step back" and think about 
it, we realize that life itself is a continuation without final resolution. Wood 
puts it in such a simple way as he defines deconstructive ethics as a way to 
step back: "the interminable need to 'step back' is not the Sisyphean 'bad 
infinity' but rather the ongoing persistence of life, and our contemplation 
of it. It is no more a sign of failure that this movement must be repeatedly 
undertaken than that we cannot eat the breakfast to end all breakfasts, or say 
'I love you' in a way that would never need r e p e a t i ~ ~ g . " ~ ~  Just as our body 
needs nutrition through the continuous actibities of intake and excretion and 
the constant movement of our n~uscles and respiratory organs, so too does 
our mind require incessant thinking. By the same token, an ethical decision 
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needs constant recontextualization with our awareness of tension between 
parties involved in an event. 

In a similar context, commenting on the meaning of the sudden enlight- 
enment of huatozr meditation in Chinul's fieatise 01.2 Huatou Meditation, 
Pbpsbng explains the ethical and practical dimension of the Huayan concept 
of the realm of reality in connection with the subitist-gradualist paradigm. 
That is, subitism and gradualism do not address which one is superior so that 
one can make a choice between the two, nor are they in a linear relationship, 
allowing us to move from the one to the other. Instead, Pbpsdng explains their 
relationship as the reality of life in the sense that life goes on. Subitism repre- 
sents the reality of life understood through a horizontal slice whereas gradual- 
ism represents the idea that one lives life through physical temporality. The 
physical. clock time temporality in this case, does not include a teleological 
paradigm; linearity is present in the sense that there is a yesterday. a today, 
and a tomorrow In our calendar. but this linearity is not connected to a grand 
finale. Thus Pbpsbng states: 

. . . gradual activities can be defined as social practice or Samanthabhadra 
activities, rather than practices to achieve enlightenment. 111 Hz/uj.an,jing, Sa- 
nianthabhadra activities are defined as the "action of being with," which cannot 
but be persistent as far as there exist the alienation of sentient beings and the 
fetters of history. If we understand cultivation in this context of "activities of 
being with" in the total horizon of reality (that is, the real111 of phenomena). then, 
sudden awakening followed by sudden cultivation comes to mean that when 
one immediately awakens to the reality as phenomenon-qua-pri~lciple, then. the 
practice which is not stagnated within the ~nechanical causality will suddenly 
be realized in an individual's life. then. the closed form of life of an individual 
will be transfomied into the socialized and historicized bodhisattvic activities 
of Samanthabhadra. 

When Zen Buddhist discourse problematizes the discriminating mind and 
challenges the traditional ethical category, this does not necessarily indicate a 
symptom, as some people argue, that Zen cannot have an ethical project of its 
own. Nor does this mean that Zen Buddhism needs to redirect itself to early 
Vinaya codes in order to create Zen ethics. Instead, as in the case of decon- 
structive ethics. Zen ethics proposes a new paradigm in thinking the ethical 
without foregrounding the categorical division of the good or the right that 
has characterized metaphysical ethics. 

Ethics more often than not locates itself on the border between abstract 
conceptualization and concrete institutionalization. Institutionalization by 
nature goes against the non-substantialist stance of both deconstructive and 
Zen Buddhist ethics. As Derrida testifies, no thought system is intact from 
the reification resulting from its use of the institution called language. The 
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ever-renewed deconstructive modes in the use of language that mark the 
history of Zen Buddhism demonstrate Zen Buddhism's efforts to challenge 
the reifying mind of human beings. When institutionalization suppresses 
the capacity to destabilize its own system, the non-substantialist mode 
of thinking turns itself into a totalitarian vision, as we witnessed in Zen 
militarism and Zen authoritarianism. Institutionalized Zen leads to Zen 
militarism, because institutionalization deprives the non-substantial mode 
of thinking of its capacity for destabilization. 

A deconstructibe paradigm of ethics is the result of the deconstructive 
mode of thinking based on the non-substantialist nature of the world and be- 
ing. Likewise, Zen ethics, as I have proposed here, is the ethical mode that 
reflects Zen thought which has radically challenged any reification in our 
understanding of the world and beings. Similar to deconstructive ethics, Zen 
Buddhist ethics is made possible by "marking" (in the Derridean sense of the 
word) the border of the traditional ethical categories, including the subject 
and the object. The impossibility of delineating this division-and the divi- 
sion at the ultimate level between right and wrong, good and bad-functions 
as an ethical beginning point in the non-substantialist thought system. Unlike 
the convention in normative ethics, paradox, aporia, and antinomianism do 
not have to be an antidote to ethics; instead, they open a room for a new vi- 
sion of the ethical. The ethics of tension is our proposal to identify the new 
ethical paradigm that should emerge from the shared realm of Buddhist and 
postmodern philosophy. 
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Bannlo boluomiduo xinjing 
Biyan lu 
birdaiylean 
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canjzc 
canyi 
ch 'nniglc (K) 
ch 'ani~ii (K) 
ch 'qjungl~j~dn (K) 
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Chang ahan jing 
chungj~jlvu pz//-\t,n (K)  
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Chengguan 
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Chi~lsiin chiksdl (K) 
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c~liotigchong ~twjin 
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Chuandeng lu 
cl?zcch 'lik (K) 
chdk.sirn chzikpz/l (K) 
Dabanniepan jing 
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dasheng shijitro 
cla.sheng zI?ongjicro 



dzrnjiuo 
Dushun 

fa 
Fada 
,fajie gzran 
, firjie yuanqi 
,fajie 
Fandong jing 
Fazang 
gong 'an 
Guifeng Zongmi 
hae 'o (K) 
Han'guk Pulgyo chbnsb 
hoengjin pdpk~,e (K) 
hzlatozr 
Huayan fajie xuanjing 
Huayan jing 
Huayan wujiao zhiguan 
Huayan 
Hua-yen 
hzrojlc 
hwalgu (K) 
Hwabmnon chdryo (K) 
Hwa6m (K) 
hj6n (K) 
hybnjunghydn (K) 
in gong chinyd ( K )  
Jianyujing 
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tizhongszr~trz 
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tonggrt plrlch 'ztl (K) 
tor7gjdng i n 6  (K) 
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tongti 
tonjbmr-on ( K )  
ton 'o (K) 
to17 'o chdmsli ( K )  
Wbndon sdngbul roll (K) 
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jzrarzqi 
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