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Rather than arguing for the role of language in transmitting the ineffable experi-
ence, the article reframes the debate by discussing Chan (Zen) experience as mediated
via expedient means. Chinese Chan teaching is not out of the “spell of languages.”
Nevertheless, the article discusses that neither clinging to language nor entirely disre-
garding its role in Chan teaching is the ideal approach to understanding the ineffable
Chan experience.

More precisely, the article attempts to approach the unspeakable Chan experience
based on the theory of “twofold truth”: truth relating to the conventional and truth in
terms of the ultimate. Therefore, one plausible route in response to the paradoxical
relationship between Chan experience and various ways of mediation in Chan teaching
is to seek an answer in Nagarjuna’s exposition of “the middle position.”

First, the author presents a linguistic interpretation of Chan experience and expli-
cates the connection between the koan teaching and Chan enlightenment. Although
there is a well-known Chan statement of “teaching beyond words and letters” (/~37.3C
7, it is important to note that Chan koan is a form of writing via words and letters.
The linguistic nature of koans serves to provoke “great doubt” (%£1%) in Chan students
under specific circumstances. However, if we consider the significance of koan solely
in terms of its language, we will fail to capture the essence of the koan tradition.

Second, the research critically examines the study of Chinese Chan koans, span-
ning from a pragmatic dimension to a contextual one. The author argues that it might
be misleading to close the gap between linguistic context and experiential one. Suf-
ficient examples in Chinese Chan Buddhist teachings demonstrate that disciples’ en-
lightenment can be triggered not only by linguistic expressions but also by external
stimuli. Then, it is important to make reference to other overriding mediated tools in
Chan practice, such as somatic intentions, “discipleship,” and semiotic tools. Since
Chan experience is mediated, whether transmitted with words or not, a teaching with
other skillful means (upaya) should be explored.

Lastly, the author concludes the paper by contending that a middle-way perspective
may help us better understand Chan experience without falling into the extremes of
linguistic determinism or mysticism. This middle—way approach essentially resonates
with Dogen’s “oneness of practice and realization,” which highlights the reconciliation
of the doctrine of Buddha-nature with the imperative of practice.

Key words: Chinese Chan teaching, Chan experience, koans, the middle position, lin-
guistic understanding.

30



KOAH 4K 3ACIB JJisl BUPA’KEHHS HEBUCJIOBJIIOBAHOI'O JOCBIAY:
CEPEJIJMHHA IMO3HUIIIS Y HIJIXOAI 1O BYEHHA KUTAMCBKOI'O
YAHb-BYJJAU3ZMY

Y Amso

3amicTh TOTO 11100 OOTOBOPIOBATH POJIHh MOBH Yy TIepe/iadi HEBHCIIOBIFOBAHOTO JIOCBIY,
CTAaTTS IPOIIOHYE HOBUIA MOIVIS/ HA IFO TUCKYCII0, PO3IIISAAI0UYH IOCBII YaHb (J3¢H) SIK OI10-
Cepe/IKOBaHMH 3a JOIIOMOTOFO JIOLITBHIX METO/IIB. YUCHHsI KHTaiChKOTO YaHb HE BUXO/IHUTh
3a paMKH ‘“MOBHOTO BIUTUBY”. [IpoTe y cTaTTi 0OroBOPIOETHCS, M0 Hi MPHUCKITYBaHHS 32
MOBY, Hi TIOBHE IrHOPYBaHHS ii poJIi y BYEHH] YaHb HE € 17IcalIbHUM ITiJIXOIO0M JI0 PO3YMIHHS
HEBHCIIOBIIIOBAHOTO JIOCBI/ly YaHb.

TouyHimie, cTaTTs HAMAraeTbCs MIATH 0 PO3YMIHHS HEBHCIOBIIOBAHOTO JOCBIITY
YaHb, CIUPAIOYMCH HA TEOPIO “JABOX ICTHUH’: ICTHHH, IO CTOCYETHCS YMOBHOTO, Ta ICTHHH,
0 CTOCYEThCs abcomoTHOro. OTXE, OJHUM 13 MOXKIIUBUX MUISAXIB BHUPIIICHHS Napagaok-
CAJIbHUX B3a€MHH MK YaHBCHKUM JIOCBIJIOM Ta PI3HUMH CITIOCOOAMH OIOCEPEAKYBaHHS B
HaBYaHHI YaHb € TONIYK BIJIMOBIJII Y TpakTyBaHHI Harap/ukyHO “cepeqHboi mo3uIii”.

[To-miepiie, aBTOp MPOIOHYE JIHTBICTUYHE TIyMadyeHHS JIOCBIAY 4YaHb Ta TOSCHIOE
3B'SI30K MIXK YYCHHSM KOaHa Ta YaHbCHKHM TPOCBITICHHSIM. X04a iCHY€ BIJIOME YaHbChKE
TBepKEHHs TIPO “HaBYaHHA 1032 cIoBaMU i JiTepamu’ (N33 F), BaKIMBO 3a3HAYMTH,
0 YaHb-KoaH — I1e (hopMa MmuchMa 3a JJOTIOMOTOIO CIIiB 1 JiTep. JIIHrBiCTHYHA MPUpoJIa Koa-
HiB CITY’KMTb JUIS TOTO, 1100 BUKIMKATH “Besuki cymMHiBr” ($E1%) y yuniB uaHb 3a nepHux
obcrasuH. IIpoTe SKIIO PO3MISIIATH 3HAYCHHS KOAaHA JIMIIC 3 MOMISAY HOro MOBH, MU HE
3MOKEMO TIOBHICTIO 3PO3YMITH CYTI TPaJIHMIlii KOaHa.

IMo-npyre, Lie AOCTIKEHHS KPUTUYHO OIIHIOE BHBYCHHS YaHbChKUX KoaHiB KuTato,
MOYHHAIOYH 3 TPArMAaTHYHOTO BUMIPY 1 3aKiHUYIOUH KOHTEKCTHUM. ABTOD CTBEPIKYE, IO
cnpo0a IrHOpYBaHHS PO3PHBY MK MOBHUM Ta EMIIPUYHUM KOHTEHTAMU MOXe OyTH OMaH-
11BOI0. JIoCTaTHBO NpUKIA/IB y KUTaliCbKOMY Oy/iilicbKOMy BUEHHI YaHb CBiUaTh IIpo Te,
10 MPOCBITIICHHS YYHIB MOKe OyTH CIIpUYMHEHE He JIMIIe MOBHUMH BHpa3aMH, a i 30BHIlII-
HIMH cTUMYJIaMH. TakoX BaKITMBO IMOCHIJIATHCS Ha 1HINI Ba)KJIMBI OMOCEPEAKOBAHI THCTPY-
MEHTH B IPAKTHIIl YaHb, TaKi K COMaTWYHI HAMipH, “YYHIBCTBO” Ta CEMIOTHYHI 3aCOOU.
OCKIJIBKM YaHBCHKUH JIOCBIJ OMOCEPENKOBAHWH, HE3aJIC)KHO BiJl TOTO, MEPEAAEThCS BiH
CJIOBAMHM YH Hi, CIIIJ] JJOCITIDKYBATH BUYCHHS 3 BUKOPUCTAHHAM 1HIIUX CIIPUSTIIMBUX METOJIIB
(ymaiis).

Haperrri, aBTop poOUTh BUCHOBOK, CTBEPIKYFOUH, IO CEPEIUHHHN MiIX1/1 MOXKE J0T0-
MOTTH Kpallle 3pO3yMITH YaHbCHKWH JIOCBiJ, HE BIAJAa04M B KPAWHOIII JIIHBICTHYHOTO
JICTePMiHI3MY 4M MicTUIU3MY. Lleit momMipKoBaHWH MiAXij, IO CYTi, MEPETyKY€EThCS 3 J0Te-
HIBCHKOIO “€/IHICTIO TPAKTHKH Ta YCBIJOMIICHHSI, IO MiAKPECIFOE Y3TOHKSHHS BUCHHS PO
npupoay Bymiu 3 iMepaTuBoM HpakTHKH.

KurouoBi cijioBa: kuTaiicbke BUCHHS YaHb, YaHBCHKHUIT JOCBI/], KOAHH, CEPEIMHHA TTO3H-
IisT, JITHTBICTUYHE PO3YyMIiHHS.

Introduction

On the one hand, scholars claim, “There is no pure experiences, no unmediated
experience, regardless of whether experiences are ordinary or mystical” [Katz
1992, 26]. On the other hand, the camp popularized by D. T. Suzuki, Japanese Chan
(Zen) Buddhist scholar, insists that Chan practice is based on the pure, unmediated
experience of satori (sudden awakening). Suzuki assumes that the “utterances
of satori” are marked by “uncouthness and incomprehensibility” [Suzuki 1953,
25-46]. Thus, a Chan monk speaks of Chan practice, “As soon as there are words
and speech, this is picking and choosing.” This is because in the state of enlightenment,
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there is no affirmation or negation, nor is there anything extraordinary or mysterious
[Cleary 1977, 365]. It shows that Chan experience eludes mediation, particularly
through language. Furthermore, the “self-narrative” of the Chan lineage is described
as an unmediated, unbroken line of transmission passed from master to disciple
through the use of koans [Heine and Wright 2000, 5]. All these chimes with Chan
Buddhist maxims: teaching without relying on words and letters, directly pointing
to one’s mind.

Nevertheless, Huineng (638-713), the sixth patriarch of the Chinese Chan
Buddhism, claims that even the motto “not to establish written words” also suggests
the use of words [ Yampolsky 1978, 83]. We might then ask: how about those classical
collections of koans and yulu emerging from the vast corpus of Chan literature? “At
these sentences, so and so was awakened,” for example, occurs often in Chan texts
that are rife with strange modes of transmission especially in paradoxical and strange
forms. In this regard, claiming that enlightenment experience is unmediated or “pure”
is pointless. The koan tradition is a practical mediation that enables disciples to
access the enlightening experience. Therefore, Chan texts presented in the form
of koan discourse are liberating rather than restrictive in guiding Chan practitioners.

Moreover, Chan adepts’ peculiar use of language has attracted a growing amount
of attention from pragmatics and contextualism. To get a sense of what scholars
have been thinking about these two viewpoints, it is necessary to reflect critically
on the “performative” dimension of Chan koans. For koan discourse, traditional
deduction based on speech actions or Cooperative Principles (CP) does not entirely
work. Koan is employed to elicit intuition rather than implicature; it necessitates
performance, but the performer in a koan text is not always the utterer.

Hence, Chan masters’ intention cannot be interpreted by the “implicature
theory.” For our daily speech, the indirect speech acts of speakers are too dependent
on intention, and those of sentences too dependent on convention [Davis 1998, 167].
On the contrary, in Chan community the enlightened being usually determines what
counts as a performative. While some scholars have applied speech acts theory
and Gricean concepts to koan research, a pragmatic study of “living words” (&%)
in Chan practice has received little attention.

Second, if we follow Katz’s initial definition of “context” as experiential
and empirical in nature, we need to deepen our understanding of the relationship
between koan and its contextual meaning. Although Chan performance takes place
in everyday context, it refers to more specific circumstances that are not bound
by conventions and norms of conversational contexts. Contexts in koan practice
also serve as one part of deconstructive force to “stop intellectualizing,” rather than
a constructive one embedded in illocutionary acts.

We should re-exam the contextual scope of koan practice. When words
are downplayed in Chan teaching, other skillful means (upaya) may function
as alternatives to permeate through Chan experience. Any external objects that
monks can access become part of the contextual implications for Chan teaching,
extending beyond language alone.

In the following, we wish to make a further note on the paradoxical relationship
between skillful means (koan in particular) and ineffable Chan experience.
The study aims to present a middle-way perspective on the linguistic understanding
of Chan experience. “Middleness” does not mean moderation or a compromise
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between the two extremes of linguistic determinism and mysticism. As defined by
the Buddha himself, it means, “not entering either of the two extremes.” Because
upaya (expedient means) is not a “cause” for attaining Buddhahood, but rather
an “expression” of Buddha-nature. It is hoped that the investigation might illuminate
a fuller implication of the ongoing Chan Buddhist tradition.

A linguistic understanding of Chan practice

In Mysticism and Language, Katz’s linguistic interpretations of mystical
experience widen our horizon for the central issue of ineffability in religion,
and also make us understand the assumption that language is integral to mystical
practice. Linguistic elements are inherent in spirituality. However, when it comes to
transcending words, how should we approach Chinese Chan teaching, considering
that literary Chan is expressed through written words and letters?

Katz maintains, “Linguistic forms embodied in sacred texts are not subject to
the same restrictions imposed by the utilization of conventional semiotic systems”
[Katz 1992, 16]. It seems that he strives to justify the uniqueness of religious language,
as to prove that linguistic research is not to demystify its role in explaining mystical
reports, but to enhance its “scientific value.” Besides, allowing contextualists
to account for reality’s effect on mystical experience is critical at a time when
perennialists’ views dominate mysticism.

Can we therefore say that koans, like other sacred texts, assist the mystical adepts
in achieving a spiritual progress? The use of koans is an entirely new form of Buddhist
practice in China for guiding the disciple for “sudden awakening.” In other words, it
is a new “art of speaking” that is distinct from conventional languages, yet a koan is
primarily a discourse on Chan practice and a discursive practice in itself [Katz 1992,
158]. Although this discourse is often regarded as subtle, peculiar, and spontaneous,
it is nevertheless subject to specific epistemological, cultural, and sociopolitical
constraints. However, in the course of koan development, not all Chan masters
endorse the employment of koan system to practice Chan.

For example, Chan master Dahui Zonggao (1089-1163) incinerated the wooden
print of Blue Cliff Record (a classic koan collection) at the dawn of the Southern
Song dynasty to free disciples from their obsession with words. His radical actions
were regarded as a fierce critique of literary Chan (3% f#). Deshan Xuanjian
(782-865), another towering Chan figure, was originally a scholar interested
in practicing Chan by engaging doctrinal treaties (especially Diamond Sutra),
loathing the sudden teaching proposed by the Southern Chan school. However,
Deshan became awakened when his teacher Longtan suddenly blew out the candle
on the pitch-dark mountain road for sending him home. Deshan then burned down
all his commentaries of scriptures in the teaching hall, declaring: “to exhaust
the essential human knowledge of the world is like a single drop of water cast into
a great abyss” [Yuanwu 2018, 29]. He later became famous for his extraordinary
“caning” method in guiding Chan practitioners.

It seems that these Chan adepts threw suspicion on written words for attaining
Chan experience. However, some scholars believe that mystical experience is never
“pure” but always shaped by pre-experiential expectations, beliefs, and concepts
[Katz 1978, 5]. Some assume that only after the ultimate reality is realized can “the
raft for crossing the water” be discarded. As a result, two camps emerged in Chinese
Chan community in terms of linguistic means, sowing the seeds of a long-term
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polarity. According to the well-known gradual/sudden paradigm, koan is widely
applied in the special domain of Linji circle for the active pursuit of sudden
awakening, but it remains passive in the Caodong tradition, which proposes a mediate
(gradual) approach. These accounts constitute a type of historical writing of Chan
koan as “self-narrative”, giving rise to a dialectical tension between “gradual”
and “sudden” that functions as the matrix of Chan tradition.

However, according to Chinese Chan scholar Jia Jinhua, there is no rigid
polemic between the two schools concerning the means of Chan transmission. A full
understanding of Koan Introspection Chan/Silent Illumination should be achieved
in light of each other and within the context of the political and social environment
in which they developed [Jia 2010, /68]. Instead of allowing the “two poles” to
solely shape the historical narrative, it is important to uncover hidden layers of koan
tradition and its role in history. This is also what Heine and Wright have strived
for a reexamination of presumed “self-narrative” of the koan tradition [Heine
and Wright 2000, 5]. To understand how koan relates to mystical experience, we
must first define mystical experience. However, the investigation into “mysticism”
has been undertaken by various disciplines, with little consensus about how to
clarify it. A key word for its classification is its ineffability.

I would like to say what really matters here is not the delineation of mysticism,
or how linguistic understanding demystifies Chan practice. What matters is how
we think about the role of linguistic mediation in conveying Chan experience.
At least for Buddhism, the idea of no-self (Anatta) is fundamental to understanding
the nature of reality. If there is no inherent “self”, let alone a language that a person
speaks, nor a mysticism that the language tries to speak of. By positing the existence
of such mysticism, we fall into another loop as perennialists. We may first of all
develop a philosophical understanding of Buddhist language itself.

According to Y. Karunadasa, Buddhism does not attribute holiness to any
language. The Dhamma as well as the language through which it is presented are
a means to an end and not the end itself [Karunadasa 2014, /5]. In this regard,
there is no need to overvalue the power of language or to undermine its importance.
Linguistic means are not to demystify religious experience but rather to assist
Buddhist teachings. Instances like Huineng, who was illiterate but awakened
spontaneously upon hearing the Diamond Sutra without formal Chan training, are
rare. Huineng also acknowledges that in the Dharma, there is no sudden or gradual,
but among people some are keen, and others dull [ Yampolsky 1978, 7139]. Given
the quandary of speaking or not, as well as learners’ various intelligence levels,
Chan masters should create “skillful means” (upaya) to do instruction, so songgu (
A1), koans, yulu (7E$%), huatou (7%5H), and Chan poems start to bloom during
the Tang and Song dynasties.

Koan system is a unique Chan teaching method based on transcriptions
of encounter dialogues between masters and disciples. However, it strikes us
as odd and peculiar because koan is marked by dialectic negations, living words,
contradictory claims, symbols and bizarre performance. It is futile to seek a logical
interpretation of the ultimate truth from it. For example, when emperor Wu asks
Bodhidharma, “What is the first principle of the holy teachings?” “Emptiness, no
holiness,” Bodhidharma replies. The emperor then questions him, asking, “Who is
this standing before me?” “No knowing” [ Yuanwu 2018, /9]. This negation could
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be considered as uncooperative in a conventional conversation, but the negation
in this koan shows a gesture that is neither saying nor disaffirming. In many koan
cases, even patriarchs’ words are flawed and disputed, lest someone cling to them
as the ultimate truth. It is also a way to exercise non-abiding, or even not to abide
by negation per se.

Such an idea should be best illustrated with Nagarjuna’s (ca.150-250 CE)
method of fetralemma in terms of the conventional and the ultimate in a fourfold
negation, whose structure appears to be as follows: “A”, “not-A”, “A and not-A”,
“neither A nor not-A”. This progression accordingly indicates that the ultimate truth
cannot be put into words and concepts through a fourfold negation [Zhang 2018a].
We then have the question: If the ultimate truth transcends discursive thoughts
and words, will it lead to ineffable mysticism or nihilism? According to Murti, terms
such as “mind”, “consciousness”, “ideas” and “understanding” are after all empty
(sunya) because they are dependent on thought and concepts. As such, they belong
to the “conventional truth” [Murti 1955, /40]. The following is how Nagarjuna
expounds the relationship between the conventional truth and the ultimate one:

“The teaching of the doctrine by the Buddha is based upon twofold truth: truth
relating to the conventional and truth in terms of the ultimate. Those who do not
understand the distinction between these two truths do not understand the profound
truth emphasized in the Buddha’s message. Without relying upon the conventional,
the ultimate is not taught. Without understanding the ultimate, freedom is not
attained” [Garfield 1995, 8-10].

This is “the middle position” for understanding the role of language in approaching
Buddhist mysticism. It is undoubtedly relevant to the koan system as a skillful means
for attaining realization. But koan, as it is mysterious and enigmatic to many, has
elicited a chorus of positive and disputed reactions from the East and West. A good
many of scholars raise specific questions concerning its role in Chan Buddhism.
Is it a poetic means to express ineffable Chan experience? Is it performative
in advancing the principles of Chan iconoclasm? “Middleness” does not mean
moderation or a compromise between two extremes, instead, it implies “not falling
into one of the two extremes,” as the Buddha put it [ Yampolsky 1978, 29]. However,
koan teaching extends far beyond its linguistic scope. If we merely consider its
significance in terms of its language, we will fail to capture the essence of koan
tradition. In what follows, we will take a critical look at how pragmatics approach
the role of koan in doing Chan.

A critical reflection on “performative” dimension of koans

Wittgenstein in his early works claims that “no description that I can think of would
do to describe what I mean by absolute value” (LE 44) because such a description
“does not and never will touch the essence of the matter” (VC 69) [McManus
2006, 175]. His mysterious outlook is very similar to the oriental concept of Dao
or the ultimate truth. For him, absolute truth cannot be expressed by the modern
logic or scientific language in analytic philosophy. He later, in his most well-known
work Philosophical Investigations, takes a pioneering step in challenging traditional
philosophy. He steers his attention toward ordinary language from the realm of logic,
investigating the meaning of a word in its use. He also goes to great lengths to prove
that even for the inexpressible realm, it will be effective to explain the transcendental
by applying his concepts like “family resemblance,” and “language games.”
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Wittgenstein’s recognition of the importance of context led to the development
of a new branch of linguistics known as pragmatics. Following him, J. L. Austin
believes that words do things, and a performative perspective encompasses both
ordinary and extraordinary linguistic phenomena. Innumerable studies have
appeared in recent decades about every performative aspect of Chan koans. Scholars
bring us a step closer to understand what koans are actually saying and how to
act with words. However, pragmatics overemphasizes the power of words in doing
things, and also leaves some unique aspects of koans unexplored. In the following,
rather than providing an exhaustive account of their theories, I will critically reflect
on this pragmatic tendency in the study of koans.

Henry Rosemont provides a performative analysis of koans, suggesting that
they are not descriptive but performative in nature. He exemplifies this by taking
questions like “What is the sound of one hand clapping?” and argues that koan
sentences have no truth value but instead have a great shock value for students.
A koan performs its task to “stop intellectualizing,” and the performative analysis
can account for the seeming madness and its hidden method [Rosemont 1970, //§].
Performative analysis of koan usually focuses on its use of verbs. Actions such
as shouting, beating, slapping, halving a cat in two, or kicking down a bottle are
often accounted as performances. However, we need to be careful when relating
Chan “performance” to Austin’s concept of “performative acts.”

According to Austin, “speech act” (illocutionary act) refers to an utterance
that have performative function in language and communication, which means
the performative force is normally signified by a verb. An explicit verb indicates
a speech act for exercising influence on the hearer in a normal conversational setting
[Austin 1962, 59]. For example, peel me a pear, uses the verb peel to emphasize
the fact that I’'m requesting. We feel the same illocutionary force in the sentence
“you had better wash your bowl” spoken by Zhaozhou master in front of a monk
in order to issue a request. As said by Austin, we achieve the performative by using
the operative words for demands, questions, assertions, and promises. The idea
of a performative utterance is that it is the performance of an action. The utterer
must be the performer [Austin 1962, 60]. However, some koans, but not all, meet
these requirements.

Koan discourse entails performance, but the performer is not always the one
uttering the words. The koan story is more descriptive than performative in the context
of textual representation because it is basically a transcription of encounter dialogues
narrated by an obscure author. We see how Chan masters perform, but they do not
necessarily assume the role of utterer. For example, a monk asked Baizhang, “What
is the most wonderful thing?” Baizhang said, “I sit alone on this Great Sublime
Peak.” The monk then made a bow and Baizhang struck him. The last two sentences
of this koan depict a “Dharma battle” involving two figures with peculiar gestures—
bowing and striking.

Although Austin admits that the utterances of the words may be accompanied by
non-verbal actions, sometimes even without the utterance of any word [Austin 1962,
76], he categorizes them as “explicit performatives.” However, the performances
of Chan masters cannot be classified as explicit performatives because they are not
the ones uttering the performance. Instead, they engage in pure performance, using
it as a means of Dharma battle. This is not consistent with Austin’s idea that “there

36



is something which is at the moment of uttering being done by the person uttering”
[Austin 1962, 60]. Many koans demonstrate how Chan practitioners influence
students by their actual physical performance instead of using words. It is their way
of enacting their maxim of “not establishing words and letters” in practicing Chan.

Moreover, with respect to the problem of using conversational implicature,
I would make a short note on how Chan practice “performs” in light of principles
of cooperative behaviors. H. P. Grice posits the Cooperative Principle (CP) and its
four maxims—relation, quantity, quality, and manner, as a framework for explaining
the conversational implicature. Following the CP is to make your conversational
contribution as required at the stage at which it occurs by the accepted purpose
or direction of the talk exchange in which you are engaged [Grice 1975, 45].
“Implicature” in Grice’s definition implies that unstated information is conveyed
to an audience who can work out what is being said by the reference to cultural/
linguistic maxims that are being flagrantly flouted [Robinson 2002, /82]. Almost
none of conversations in koan show the compliance with the CP maxims, because
koans usually minimize the dialogue cooperation. The following are often-cited
examples:

1. A monk asked Dongshan, “What is Buddha?” Dongshan said, “Masanjin!”
(Three pounds of flax, Jik = JT). (Blue Cliff Record, case 12).

2. A monk asked Yunmen, “What is Buddha?”” Yunmen replied, “Ganshijue” (A
lump of dried shit ¥ PR#K.” (Gateless Gate, case 21)

3. A monk asked Zhaozhou “What is the point of the First Patriarch’s coming
from the West?”” Zhaozhou said, “The cypress tree in the courtyard.” (Gateless Gate,
case 37)

As evident from the example above, there is a deliberate violation of cooperative
principles. Chan masters seem to willfully flout the maxim of relation, even
the maxim of quality. Whenever a monk inquires about Buddha or the ultimate
truth, the reply may appear obscure and irrelevant. Thus, the listener will infer
the hidden meaning behind phrases like “three pounds of flax” or “dried shit” due to
implicature naturally arising from the violation of the maxims. The lack of sufficient
information necessitates reliance on implied intention in the dialogue.

For Grice, a particular conversational implicature can be inferred through
the engagement in reasoning with various elements such as the conventional meaning
of the words, CP, the context of the utterance. But Chan master’s intention cannot
be interpreted by the concept of “implicature” based on Gricean theory. The indirect
speech acts of speakers are so dependent on their intentions and daily conventions.
But in a koan you cannot deduce a speaker’s intention from sentences that are
dependent on conventions. For example, the word “hungry” is conventionally
associated with “food”, but the word “Buddha” does not conventionally connect to
“the cypress tree” or “a lump of dried shit.” Understanding a koan requires more
than just filling in missing information. As Davis points out, “Grice’s principle
assumes that people cooperate in the process of communication in order to reduce
misunderstanding” (Davis 1998, 8). Implicature theories involve the conventional
use of a sentence with its literal meaning for saying something and perform an act
through its implied meaning.

In this vein, Gricean theory may not provide us with a comprehensive
understanding of koans. Why should a master always perform striking with a stick
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on many occasions to different disciples? Conventional deduction either based on
speech acts or CP does not work for koan discourse. The purpose of a koan is not
to convey an implicature, but rather to evoke intuitive understanding. The intuition
in Chan Buddhism refers to a transcendental experience that defies a rational
conceptualization, rather than simply maintaining or dealing with relationship with
others through verbal performance. Chan master’s performative speech acts serve
both epistemological and soteriological objectives.

There are also other conditions sufficient for implying something, and it is possible
and common to mean something by completely nonlinguistic actions [Davis 1998,
31]. This is why Grice’s CP is widely criticized for its ambiguity in applying to other
languages and cultures. Chan practice is a much more complicated “performance”
involving paradox, paralanguages, questions, and silence. It is insightful to apply
Gricean theory to Chan study, but there appears to be a mismatch between Gricean
term for “cooperation” and Chan way for “interaction.” If Grice encounter koans, he
might quickly find himself overwhelmed by the unpredictable variety and illogicality
of human behavior, the very mess that constative linguistics attempt to tidy up
[Robinson 2003, 26].

Contextual understanding of koans as “living words”

Although the study of Chan koans often revolves around speech acts theory
and Gricean concepts, the discussion about “living words” has received little
consideration. The author of the Blue Cliff Record suggests seeing koans as “living
words” rather than “dead words” to transcend their literal meanings. Koans
are irrational and not rule-governed, defying static conception and constative
interpretation. But if we are entirely subject to koan ineffability, we will fall
into the trap of mysticism. Interestingly, the distinction between the constative
and the performative opens a door for dealing with such quandary. A turn toward
performative approach allows us to explore koans as “living words.” Ancient Chan
adepts love to create living words for learners to engage in Chan practice, for they
believe that everything is in motion and flux, and impermanence is the nature
of things. For example, a koan sentence like “What is the meaning of the patriarch
coming from the West?” appears frequently in Chan dialogues:

When Longya posed this question in front of Cuiwei master, Cuiwei said, “Pass
me the meditation brace.” Longya gave the meditation brace to Wei; Cuiwei took
it and hit him. Longya said, “Since you hit me, I let you hit me. In essence, though,
there is no meaning of the patriarch coming from the West.” Longya then turned to
Linji, and asked him, “What is the meaning of the patriarch coming from the West?”
Linji said, “Pass me the cushion.” Longya took the cushion and handed it to Linji;
Linji took it and hit him. Longya said, “Since you hit me I let you hit me. In essence,
though, there is no meaning of the patriarch coming from the West.” (Blue Cliff
Record, case 20)

There is no wonder that Longya seeks a constative understanding of the ultimate
truth, because he assumes that the phrase “the patriarch coming from the West” has
a “truth value.” An answer to this question implies that an idealized explanation
of the ultimate truth will be conceived. In Robinson’s sense, the use of idealization
is a way to construct an ideal language, or a clear sentence to decide its “truth
value.” If the “truth value” of a sentence is provided, its discursive value could be
easily recognized as a certain hegemonic assumption [Robinson 2003, 9].
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Asexemplified in the case above, Cuiwei’s actions strongly imply the performative
nature of Chan practice, as a gesture to transcend constative readings within
the “null context.” Therefore, once Longya inquired about the meaning of “the
patriarch coming from the West”, he was hit by his venerable teachers. It highlights
the performative dimension of Chan practice, instead of mere linguistic analysis.
Chan adepts often caution learners against focusing solely on the “dead words”
and instead they must study the “living words” [ Yuanwu 2018, §9].

We should keep in mind that the Ancients did not utter a single word or phrase
at random. As Yunawu holds, “If your words do not astonish the audience you will
fall into the streams of the commonplace” (FEANERE, FAATE) [Yuanwu 2018,
82]. Also, Chan masters deliberately avoid a stabilized conceptual understanding
of the Way to prevent attempts to relegating a koan into a secondary importance.
Instead, they employ living phrases as a powerful device to disenchant the constative
function of statements. They are used by Chan masters to fight against the insistence
on abstracting ideal forms from the apparently chaotic welter of actual language use
and disregarding everything that exists beyond such idealization [Robinson 2003, 36].

Besides, Robinson also claims, “Human beings perform language as an actor
performs his or her role doing things with words in a complex social context”
[Robinson 2003, 40]. For him, the phenomenal world is a place of confusion,
and conceptual impurity; he quotes Derrida’s words “there is no idealization that
keeps itself pure, safe from all contamination” [Robinson 2003, 232]. Hence,
the complex social context works as an automated mechanism for performative
linguistics. His emphasis on context also corresponds to Chan Buddhist focus on
“situations.” As aptly noted in koan case 27, “Seeing the hare, he lets go the hawk;
using the wind, he fans the fire (R %2J%&, [FJEMK-K).” This refers to Chan
teachers’ ability to adapt student to any situation. If one’s mind happens to coincide
with the situation, all the complications that beset him will suddenly disappear,
and he will truly understand the Way.

However, Robinson’s context is different from Chan “situations” in some
sense. The context in his eyes is socially determined and effected by certain power
and authority. He says, “The ancient performative power of words to effect real
change is closely guarded, restricted to an elite few” [Robinson 2003, 32-35]. On
the contrary, koan context is not that socially complicated, because it is usually
the one who has realized enlightenment has the “authority” to perform and to effect
a change. “The openness and dynamic tension of a koan is due to the reversal
in which the awakened person takes the master’s position by demystifying the koan
and the master’s authority” [Nelson 2004, 284-288]. As shown in the second koan
case of Gateless Gate:

One evening Huangbo asked Baizhang master, “The old man gave the wrong
answer and was doomed to be a fox for five hundred rebirths. Now, suppose he had
given the right answer, what would have happened then?”” The master said, “Come
here in front of me, and I will tell you.” Huangbo went up to Baizhang and slapped
him on the face. Baizhang clapped his hands and laughed, “I was thinking that
the barbarian had a red beard, but now I see before me the red-bearded barbarian
himself.” (Gateless Gate, case 2)

In this case, Huangbo’s rudeness did not enrage his teacher Baizhang. Rather,
Baizhang was pleased with his “uncouth success,” because it demonstrated his

39



student’s mastery of the true Dharma. This illustrates how the Chan tradition
entrusts the enlightened one the “authority” to engage in performative teaching.
Within the Chan community, enlightened beings “perform” their teachings based
on the specific situations they encounter. As explained by Yuanwu, a good master
will respond to disciples’ problems according to circumstances, giving medicines
and dispensing prescriptions.

Also, Katz regards Chan koan as a typical example of how Chan Buddhism
performs its mystical task in a linguistic context. He emphasizes that the linguistic
device of the koan push the disciple toward the deeper, highly counterintuitive
truth of no-self and emptiness [Katz 1992, 7]. This contextual approach to mystical
experience of Chan Buddhism is intriguing and insightful. He contends that linguistic
means like koans help one realize the exalted states of transcendental wisdom
and experience. That’s why we see the proliferation of kanhua Chan (&5 f#) during
the 11" century, which is a practice of meditation on the critical phrase of a koan
story. In this sense, it functions in the same fashion as the meditation on Indian
mantras. If we consider the significance of koans for the contextual approach solely
in terms of its language, we will miss the essence of koan tradition. The contextual
implication of koan goes far beyond its linguistic reach, but scholars place too much
emphasis on the power of language. If we consider “context” to be experiential
and empirical in nature, we need to deepen our understanding of the relationship
of koan with its contextual meaning.

Chinese Chan Buddhism prefers to use daily context to stimulate students.
Rather than relying on mystagogic instructions, Chan masters employ concrete
and commonplace approaches. By going beyond linguistic reductionism, we can
gain a better understanding of different contexts (including linguistic and experiential
contexts) in relation to mystical Chan experience. Chan scholars believe that bizarre
behaviors via external objects have a wide range of application in terms of its
immediacy and intuitiveness. This aligns with Dongshan’s words, if a monk cannot
have satori with master’s words, it is time to provoke “great doubt” in response to
specific circumstances (context) to transcend the dualistic thinking.

Chan mediation beyond words and letters

Many mystics are often more complex than solely relying on “linguistic
intentionality” as the mediation. Chan tradition demonstrates that linguistic
mediation is just one facet of the overall Chan experience. It would be misleading to
close the gap between linguistic context and experiential context. In Chan Buddhism,
many stories show that external stimuli, rather than linguistic expressions trigger
a disciple’s enlightenment. Consider the typical occurrence of a disciple attaining
a sudden awakening upon hearing a sound, just as master Xiangyan realized
enlightenment when he heard a pebble striking bamboo. Koan cases constantly
offer instruction by highlighting daily utensils, such as breakfast dishes, window
blind, straw sandals, as well as religious implements like bells, robes, staffs, flags,
and bowls.

These are external objects that monks can easily reach, and they become part
of contextual implication for Chan teaching rather than words. Staffs and sticks
are particularly adopted for nonverbal performance like shouting and beating. For
example, when Shenghui asked Huineng, “When your reverence sits in meditation,
does he see or not?” Huineng responded by striking him with a stick three times.
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In addition, other overriding mediated tools are often employed in Chan practice.
Chan adepts themselves even serve as “textbooks” and they use semiotic tools to
create an experiential context.

The role of Chan patriarch within the Chan tradition is another way through
which disciples get involved in Chan experience. It functions similarly as words
or doctrines that inform the enlightenment experience. Chan texts provide many
examples concerning the power of master-disciple “discipleship.” While I will
not expound on Chan lineage, it is necessary to show the discipleship in guiding
Chan teaching, without which all words are powerless in the transmission
of the dharma.

Chuanzi Decheng (820-858), an eminent Chan master, was known as “ferryman
monk,” who daily ferried travelers across the river with a small boat. His purpose
behind this is to impart his teaching. When Decheng encountered Jiashan Shanhui
(805-881), he threw Shanhui into the river, then hitting him with his paddle. Then,
Shanhui became the first one able to respond to his fierce teaching method, Decheng
thought he finally accomplished his transmission task, thereupon overturning his
boat and disappeared into the river, never to be seen again. Such extraordinary
Chan teaching style at the cost of master’s own life is a typical example showing
the importance of master’s role in Chan teaching. Without the mediation of Chan
adepts, all scriptures and linguistic expressions cannot go further.

Another example is Xiangyan Zhixian (?-898), who pleaded with his teacher
Weishan to give a direct answer to his inquiries, but his request was flatly denied.
Devastated, he burned all his books and abandoned his Buddhist studies, vowing to
live as a rice-gruel monk for the rest of his life. He was unexpectedly enlightened
one day while sweeping fallen leaves when he heard a cracking sound from a pebble
striking a bamboo. He then said with deep gratitude to his teacher, “If you had
elucidated the profound Dharma to me when I pleaded, I would not have reached
where I stand today.”

A good master works as a “situation” in a koan story. Rather than providing
a complete understanding via words, the master guide disciples in a special way,
letting them feel the extreme despair of their pursuits (Wu 2022). By letting go
of intellectual understanding, and fully engaging in the experiential context, disciples
may attain intuitive cognition. It is through these tactile strategies and living words
of Chan adepts that the Dharma remains vibrant and alive. No matter how we
perceive Chinese Chan teaching, we must pay attention to the role of Chan master
as a mediator, as well as the unique framework of master-disciple interaction
embodied in Chinese Chan texts. By doing so, we can enhance our understanding
of the mediated nature of Chan experience.

Moreover, Chan tradition is also infused with symbolical mediations. Symbols,
images, and ritual behaviors are usually considered as “skillful means” by which
a master may test and awaken his disciples. It is important to avoid interpreting them
symbolically, but rather to consider how these semiotic elements capture the essence
of Chan experience beyond words. Take, for example, the image of “circle” in koan
stories:

1. Chencao came to see Zifu. Zifu drew a circle in the air. Chencao said, “I
have no object in coming here. Why do you bother to draw a circle?” ... (Blue CIiff
Record, case 33)
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2. Nanquan drew a circle on the ground and said, “If you can say a word, I will
go on with you.” Guizong sat down in the middle of the circle... (Blue Cliff Record,
case 69)

3. Shishuang drew a circle and wrote the character “ox” in it. Xuedou asked,
“Why didn’t you bring it out earlier?”” Baofu said, “My master, you have grown old;
employ someone else to attend you.” (Blue Cliff Record, case 91)

Obviously, epistemology can account for the widespread use of words, chants,
and symbols in evoking mystical experience. But drawing circles as a means
of gaining insight does not imply an inability to express certain ideas semantically.
Symbols in Chan practice tell a great deal about Chan experience. Symbols are
not abstract, but existential-practical. If the disciple tries to encode the symbolic
meaning of circles in above koans, he may not be unable to respond spontaneously
to them. Therefore, attempting to designate a signifier-signified relationship for
a sign such as “circle” in a koan is a mistake, which even leads to a delusion. So
that is why when Chencao asked Zifu, “Why do you bother to draw a circle?” Zifu
closed the door [ Yuanwu 2018, //3].

If Chan experience is unmediated, we may conclude that it transcends
conventional linguistic expressions and dualistic thinking. Then, the language
or other means employed to reach Chan experience would be regarded as mediated.
Actually, we may approach this paradoxical issue from the perspective of ti/yong
(#8/H). In Chan Buddhism, # (what it is) and yong (what it does) are mutually
dependent. Yong can also define what # is in that it changes and transforms # via
“various means” and as such is both “from itself” and “of itself” [Zhang 2018b,
196]. Thus, we need to reiterate, Chan speaks of the concept of “a skillful means”
(upaya) that implies the meaning of “gates toward the enlightenment” (famen % ['7).
Skillful means as both methodological and functional process of enlightenment also
become expressions of enlightenment in itself.

A concluding remark

As we have analyzed, although performative and linguistic-based contextual
analysis of koans provide important insights into the role of “skillful means”
(upaya) in the realization of Chan enlightenment, we should be cautious about
the statement that “there is no experience unless there is a language for it” [Katz
1992, 63]. Experiential context is not merely linguistically oriented. According to
a critique from Shigenori Nagatomo, the inquiry into mysticism cannot be complete
just by analyzing the language and epistemology of mystical experiences. In other
words, mystical experience cannot be adequately understood by relying simply on
the speculative reason [Nagatomo 2002].

It is to this extent that Nagarjuna’s twofold truth comes into our focus: truth
relating to the conventional and truth in terms of the ultimate. “Without relying upon
the conventional, the ultimate is not taught. Without understanding the ultimate,
freedom is not attained” [Garfield 1995, §-10]. This highlights how twofold truth
remains as a “middle position” in relation to two perennial theories that polarize our
understanding of the essence of Chan experience and “special transmission.”

Nagarjuna argues for an empirical and experience-based approach when studying
human consciousness, mind, and language. Because the ultimate truth is not entirely
“the other,” he views “dependent arising” as more methodological than metaphysical.
As a crucial answer to a dualism between language/concepts and the enlightenment
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experience, “dependent arising” offers a middle way [Zhang 2018a]. As said by
Nagarjuna, the ultimate truth is not taught independently of customary practice
[Siderits 2013, 273], he endorses the experiential guiding strategies at the level
of the conventional truth.

Koan teaching suggests that “skillful means” are more than just tools for enacting
the “ultimate truth,” instead, they are also immanent in enlightened awareness. It is
important to note that a middle position is the transcendence of the binary opposition
between the unspeakable Chan experience and various ways of “speaking.”
It resonates with Dogen’s understanding of the relationship between koan practice
and enlightenment experience. Koan is not just an expedient method for guiding Chan
students, but rather an all-encompassing effort that actualizes the sudden awakening.

Sudden awakening should not be regarded as a realm of pure consciousness,
but rather as the active engagement of emptiness within the realm of conventional
thought and language [Heine and Steven 2000, //]. In this sense, middle-way
approach corresponds to Dogen’s “dynamic oneness of practice and realization”
[Waddell and Abe 2002, 73]. Therefore, koan teaching does not manifest something
previously not manifested, but rather presents what is already there as they truly are
in their suchness.
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