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Abstract

In third century China there was a discussion of whether language does or does not exhaust
the meaning of words. There were three positions on language. First, that intuitive
knowledge, which Confucian sages can acquire, cannot be expressed in language, that is
language does not exhaust the meaning of words. Second, that there could be a gradual grasp
of meaning through language and symbol. Third, that something which reaches into the mind
is necessarily accompanied by language, that is to say language does exhaust the meaning of
words. Each position reflects the view taken by each of the three scholars: He Yan {r/Z;
Wang Bi F4% of the Wei Z# dynasty; and Ou Yangjian PAEGE of the Jin 2 dynasty.
The aim of this article is to consider their arguments in the context of contemporary

epistemological knowledge.
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Introduction

In third century medieval China, there was a philosophical discussion on whether language
does or does not exhaust the meaning of words. It was a topic closely related to contemporary
metaphysics. That is to say, underlying this argument is the intuitive understanding that the
basis of creation and the principle being guaranteed is Dao &, and that language or rational
knowledge is related to empirical knowledge. Reflections on language and rational

knowledge began from this position.

In this article, I will take this as being the philosophy of language in third century China,
where there were three positions on language. The first position propounds that intuitive
knowledge Confucian sages acquire cannot be expressed in language, i.e. language does not
exhaust the meaning of words. The second puts forward that it is possible to attempt to
gradually grasp meaning & through language and symbol £¢. The third puts forward that
something that reaches into the mind is necessarily accompanied by language, i.e. language
does exhaust the meaning of words. Each reflects the view of each of three scholars: He Yan
{2k, Wang Bi F3f5 of the Wei £ dynasty; and Ou Yangjian FRE5%E of the Jin ¥ dynasty.
Previous studies have not carried out enough comparative analysis of the arguments of these
three scholars. However, in my opinion, each scholar shares the same understanding that
empirical knowledge precedes linguistic knowledge. In this article, I will consider their

arguments in the context of contemporary epistemological knowledge.
1. Language does not exhaust the meaning of words: He Yan

He Yan incorporated the philosophy of Confucianism with Daoism by interpreting Dao as an

ideal form of Confucianism based on the metaphysics of traditional Daoism, then locating (or



ranking) the Confucian sages within the Dao. In Lunyu-Jijie fn722/# (The Commentaries on
the Analects of Confucius by He Yan), He Yan states:

[Lunyu] Kong Zi fL- said, " T set my heart upon the Dao, base myself on

=1y

Virtue 7%, lean upon Benevolence 1. and take my recreation in the Arts == ",

[Commentary] ‘set my heart’ means longing. We cannot learn Dao by

. .2
experience, so we long for it”.

He Yan states that mastering the Dao is impossible for us, therefore we can only long for it.
He Yan also describes the Dao as follows:

To be precise, the Dao cannot be regarded as being. Heaven X and Earth 1!
and so on can be regarded as being. However, we call it Dao, because it
exists in a hidden place. So, Dao can be named the Dao but it hides in a

nameless state’.

Dao refuses recognition by the five senses. However, He Yan says, we call it Dao as an
object because Dao functions as a nameless concept. Then, Dao can be recognized only as an
inexpressible something, as an object of intuition not of experience. In He Yan’s Dao Lun &

7## (Discourse on the Dao):

There is no word when you want to talk. There is no name when you want to
call. There is no shape when you want to see. There is no sound when you

want to listen. If so, Dao is the faultless state”.

In this sentence, it is repeatedly stated that Dao transcends language, notion and physical senses.
He Yan’s quotations are based on the tradition of Daoist metaphysics, but He Yan ranks

Confucian sages with the Dao. In He Yan's Wuming Lun #4# 7% (Discourse on the Nameless):

The man admired by the public is famed 44. The man not admired is
nameless &4, . The sage regards nameless as famed, not admired as honored.
By calling namelessness as Dao, and not admired as greatness K, sages as
nameless can be remarked as famed, sages who are not admired can be
honorable. However, do such sages have the same function as the man

admired and famed described at first? In terms of nothingness, neither of



them can be regarded as nothing, however sages are not one and the same

beings as described at first because they are related to nothingness’.

Defining fame 44 and namelessness 44 in terms of admiration & of the public, He Yan
placed sages in the third position. The third position is fame in so far as fame is related to the
nameless Dao. The fame that is defined as admiration by the public and the fame of sages are
both fame. However, the fame of sages subsumes the namelessness of Dao. This logic
equates the sages with the Dao. Then, if Dao transcends expression by language, sages related
to Dao also transcend linguistic expression. In this sense, He Yan takes the position that
language does not exhaust the meaning of words.

[Lunyu] Kong Zi said, "Do I possess knowledge? No, I do not®".

[Commentary] knowledge is to know meaning. Knowledge is language

which is not yet quite completely exhausted’.

He Yan determined that knowledge is to know meaning, and stated that language is
inadequate to exhaust the meaning of words. Then it follows that knowledge transcends
language. In the following phrase from the Wuming Lun #4# %, there are references to
knowledge that transcends language.

In the first place, it is nameless. Therefore we can denominate it by using all
the names in the world. However, is this its true name? It can be represented
metaphorically but finally cannot be realized {Z. It is like saying that the Tai
mountain Z% [l is great but not understanding the materials %\ that form the

greatness of theTai mountain®.

Namelessness is a negation of name. Namelessness surpasses the limitation of language and
also transcends recognition by the five senses. Accordingly, it is possible that denomination
by any notion is possible. But as long as it remains a linguistic understanding it is nothing
more than an expression by metaphor; it cannot reach the knowledge that transcends
language, namely realization. The metaphor of the Tai mountain means that the principal
knowledge behind knowledge is brought to language; notion and senses can be gained only
through realization, not through language.

He Yan’s logic, which combines Confucianism with Daoism, associated Confucian sages

with the inexpressible Dao. Accordingly, this means that it is impossible to express the



intentions of the sages as well. That is exactly what He Yan means by language does not
exhaust the meaning of words. Yet is the knowledge that transcends language indeed
impossible to describe through language? Wang Bi and Ou Yangjian undertook to examine
this kind of knowledge and language in their discussion. However, they have different

opinions on the subject.
2. Language, symbol and meaning: Wang Bi

According to Wang Bi’s framework of metaphysics, he conceptualized metaphysical existences

such as Dao and Wu f, but he considered them impossible to be described by language.

The Dao that can be spoken, the name 44 that can be named, indicate
abstract things and extend to every shape so they cannot have eternity .

That is why we cannot talk about them and denominate them’.

The man who talks about Dao is spoiling that eternity. The man who names

the Dao is departing from its true nature E.'°.

In general, entities which have a denomination and a name are not their
ultimate state #2. Saying Dao entails that there is something that is the
basis for this expression. Because of its basis, this expression will be
permitted. Accordingly, the Dao that can be described is only the
greatest among the entities that can be considered by designation #RH
Z K. But it is nothing compared to the greatness of that which is not
designated #EFr 2 K

Wang Bi also regarded the behavior of language, for example that of denominating, as a lack

of universality.

Denominating cannot identify it. Designating cannot express it thoroughly.
Names necessarily have dividing lines between each other. Denominations
necessarily have something on which they are based. If it were divided it
could not be comprehensive. If it were based on others it could not be
universal. If it were not comprehended, it would indeed depart from the truth.

If it were not universal it could not be taken as a name'>.



From such an understanding of language, Wang Bi is considered to have based his position that
language does not exhaust the meaning of words on a traditional reading'’. However, I would
suggest that Wang Bi does not have such a simplistic theory of ‘language does not exhaust the
meaning of words’. Since Wang Bi places the idea of symbol 5 between language and
meaning, in his Zhouyi-Lueli /Z.Z#%/, (Discourse on the principle of interpretation of Zhouyi)
he seeks to arrive at meaning through symbol instead of through language.

To be precise, symbol is the measure with which to express meaning.
Language is the measure with which to declare symbol. Symbol is an ideal to
attain meaning. Language is an ideal to attain symbol. Since language is born
of symbol, we can understand symbol by digging for language. Since symbol
is born of meaning, we can understand meaning by digging for symbol. We

can attain meaning by symbol. We can demonstrate symbol by language'*.

Wang Bi does not connect language to meaning directly, but establishes the three-part
connection of language-symbol-meaning by introducing symbol. This three-part connection
forms a class of ontology in which language arises out of symbol, and symbol arises out of
meaning. On the other hand, it also forms an epistemological means-purposes relation which
differs from its class. That is, with logical possibility, meaning may be attained by symbol,
not by language directly.

Wang Bi does not state that meaning can be brought to language and be expressible by
language, but foresees the possibility of expressing meaning by designation through the
medium of symbol. Then, how does Wang Bi describe the grasp of meaning by symbol? He

describes it as follows:

Therefore, language is the measure with which to declare symbol. After
obtaining symbol, then language should be forgotten. Symbol is the measure
with which to hold meaning. After obtaining meaning, then symbol should be
forgotten. This is exactly similar to the tradition of Zhuang Zi 77 a snare
It is the measure with which to catch rabbits. After catching rabbits the
snare is forgotten. A trap 2= is the measure with which to catch fish. After
catching fish, the trap is forgotten. That is to say, language is the snare of
symbol. Symbol is the trap of meaning'’.

Wang Bi compares the language-symbol-meaning convergence with the method of snare and

trap of Zhuang Zi*°. According to the interpretation of Cheng Xuanying i %%, a trap is the



basket used to corner and capture fish, and a snare is used to hook the legs of rabbits. For
instance, just as one is able to gradually corner fish into baskets in the endlessly rushing river and
just as one is able to capture rabbits in the vast fields, Wang Bi considers it possible to drive
meaning into a comer and catch it through the two gradual steps of squeezing, i.e.
language-describing/symbol-showing, based on the tradition of Zhuang Zi. Wang Bi heightens
the possibility of exhausting the meaning of words by introducing symbol to his theory.

Wang Bi believed that he could attain meaning by applying the theory described above.
However, he debates the question regarding complete oblivion & of language and symbol
after exhausting meaning through language and symbol. He also states that oblivion of the

measures is the very attainment of meaning.

So, remaining in language is not attaining symbol. Remaining in symbol is
not attaining meaning. Since symbol is born of meaning, in the case of
remaining in symbol, the part that remains is not symbol in itself of meaning.
Since language is born of symbol, in the case of remaining in language, the
part that remains is not language in itself of symbol. Therefore, oblivion of
symbol is the attainment of meaning. Oblivion of language is the attainment
of symbol. Oblivion of symbol is essential for the attainment of meaning.
Oblivion of languages is essential for the attainment of symbol'”.

As long as we remain in language, we cannot attain symbol. Also, as long as we remain in
symbol, we cannot attain meaning. Wang Bi states ‘oblivion of symbol is essential for the
attainment of meaning. Oblivion of language is essential for the attainment of symbol’.
Wang Bi’s theory which recognizes the oblivion of means as the attainment of aims is
regarded as the failure of logic by traditional reading'®. However my opinion is that this may
not be the correct interpretation, and I would rather suggest that this logical turn is quite

indispensable to his theory.

Wang Bi introduced symbol as connected to meaning directly. Symbol is the direct measure
with which to exhaust meaning. Toward the meaning which cannot be brought to language,
which is beyond the expression of language, Wang Bi regarded that such meaning can be
shown through the medium of symbol. However, Wang Bi’s theory itself is the linguistic
description of meaning that is inexpressible by language. As it stands it seems to be a

paradox. Therefore, Wang Bi should reject even his theory of language to overcome this



paradox. The phrases ‘oblivion of symbol is essential for the attainment of meaning. Oblivion
of language is essential for the attainment of symbol’ mean a reversal of the logical order.

Wang Bi’s meaning is established as meaning in itself only by overturning his theory.
3. Language exhausts the meaning of words: Ou Yangjian

Ou Yangjian, who appeared shortly after He Yan and Wang Bi in history, ranked afresh the
value of language as a common function with which to share knowledge against the

contemporary language does not exhaust the meaning of words position.

Undoubtedly, even if we gain reason # in our mind, we cannot express it
without language. Even if concrete things exist in themselves, we cannot
distinguish them without language. If language does not express thought, we
have no way to communicate with others. If name does not discriminate
things, we have no way to judge things clearly. Names and values are
different by defining judgments. Thoughts are expressed by the
communication of language and names. Then, at their origin, things do not
have spontaneous names and reason does not have a predetermined name.
If you want to discern the actual truth, then you name them by different
names. If you want to express your thought, then you establish

denominations'’.

Ou Yangjian’s epistemology has two steps. In the first step the target of knowledge is brought
to the mind directly without language. The second step is the discernment of objects grasped
directly by the mind, by language. Language, for Ou Yangjian, has the function of analyzing
reason and other concrete things which are inexpressible in themselves. Language is the
indispensable instrument for communicating discreetly with others. Therefore, language

and objects must form one-to-one corresponding relationships.

Names are changed as things change, language is changed deriving from
reason. They cannot exist separately from others like sounds and echoes,
shapes and shadows. If they are not divided in two, then it is indisputable that
language does not exhaust the meaning of words. Therefore, I insist that

language exhausts the meaning of words™.



Language varies with change or difference of objects and keeps incidental one-to-one
relationships. After knowledge reaches the mind in a direct manner, language follows it.
Then a vertical relationship is composed between language and objects as shown in the
analogies of sound and echo, shape and shadow. Language follows the knowledge attained by
the mind and corresponds to objects without excess or limit. Language and meaning are
consistent in this position. Through the above conjecture, Ou Yangjian insisted that language

exhausts the meaning of words.

Conclusion

The proposition that language exhausts the meaning of words is opposed to that of language
not exhausting the meaning of words, however, the logic of each scholar does not fully
oppose that of the others. Rather, each scholar shares the same understanding that empirical

knowledge precedes linguistic knowledge.

He Yan insisted that language does not exhaust the meaning of words, but Wang Bi and Ou
Yangjian groped for the possibility that meaning could be attained. Here we can see the
difference between the three scholars. Wang Bi produced symbol as a method of approaching
that knowledge which is impossible to arrive at by language. He thought that meaning which
cannot be represented by language can be represented through the medium of symbol.
Finally, he believed in the possibility of understanding knowledge beyond language. On the
other hand, Ou Yangjian trusted language, and thought language arrived at knowledge and

then identified the unity between language and meaning.

*  This article was supported by Grant-in-Aid for JSPS (the Japan Society for the

Promotion of Science) Fellows.
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TH, ERE, LARE, A, RS, (TFmEE) 18T) All quotations in this article are translated by the
author from the original text.

B R, BRI, BEEZm T, (TamssEmm] i)

FiEHE ., WEEFTA AN, B RMOREATAR, R ZESR. DOHLRRE ST Ad, SEtla4 2
e, ML 2%, ([PIF] eREsTe [ELm] )

K2 MR, 42 M4 ey, e mEs, MhEzeR, ([P7] KaRiEs 2 NHERwD)
HEFTE, WAL EL, B EyEm, HREAN A8, FEE, B E, BER, AIRE
4, LUEALAR, BEE, TUSHAER, RGERENLE, SEFRMAE, HIRERE, S8 APT
AR, MPRAFTA 2T, YEEFAERE. M5RATAEEARR, ( [F1+] MeREsE it )
FH. BAEHTER, Ead, (GaiEl 7%

ME ., A, mE, SRMR, ([WEEEMR] 7%

RMESES,, SAITBLLR T 2442, REahnk, MHRW, MESEE, B8R ILZ50E, MREC
RAWEREE M, ([F1F] e, )

AEZE, A4 4, FREER. FEHEL, BORE, AR, ([ EERED )
SCHERLE. AEHEE, ([ZFHEKD)

JUE AL, RIBEHAG, SHEAAFTHR. AT A% .2 %, RAZERT 2 R, REERZ
Ktt, (MEFERBRED 5 )

MRy, PRZ AR, AUy BRAETH, Ao AR AHAA R, AR E,
ARRBAIRATLA( [ZFHEm] )

HACHIYA Kunio #/ZFRK (1981).

R, HEHM, 58, NREDL, REEER, REEFS, SERG, a3 88, R/4AR
B, MR UEE, BUSGR, 2LUSHE, (TASKE] \E)

WEEFLUHE, BRNES, RETUGFE. HEINMER, MEEFTUER, SRS, EHFPT
1Ef. FFRIMESEN, KA. SERZEL, ZEEZEL, ([HASKEH] %)

BHEFIUEM, FAs%E, BETUEL. SRilsE, SEMMER. GEMES. BL/RES
ZA, G258k, ([HEF] s4)

RUAFEE . HFELEL, F2F. IGEETH, ZARENGFELRE. AFTEE LR h, S4ERS
MFSE, MFfFEhEERSH, Rl BER2ENGEEL, E5EIELEL, BEEESR. HRIE
BE. ([ESEE] HE)

HACHIYA Kunio 1ZFFK (1981), HORIIKE Nobuo {5 F3(1988) and YAMADA Fumio L1 H 514E£(1999).
ACLERAS D FEE AR, MER. HES AR, SAGE. AELAREE, 4R, RIS, 38
ARBAIN A dhik, SPHEMEEG, FEPTLL AEFTH., A AR 4, BALE /M, aorHEE,
R EA . AREHR, RINCHAR, (T=308R] SREmoIREBE TEREMR] )

LBYNE, SEEME, WHEREIG, BAAEH., A58~ AHA T AERR, &%
Rz, ([E3CER] SEaIREE T RER] )



Bibliography

HACHIYA Kunio ¥/Z#J% (1981). Genjini ron to Genfujini ron 5 /& & & NNE
i [The argument of whether “Language does (or does not) exhaust Meaning”]. H{F
SULAFFERTHACZE The memoirs of the institute of oriental culture (Tokyo), no. 86.

HORIIKE Nobuo H##{Z 7% (1988). Kangi Shisoushi Kenkyu {51 EAL HAFFE [Study
on History of thought in Han Wei Dynasties]. Tokyo: FIVEZE Meiji Shoin.

NAKAJIMA Takahiro H B[ (1991). Dousureba Gengo wo Masshoudekirunoka &
ITNEFTHEHKETEL2002— [ERE] TEFRRE] 20 <5540
— How to exterminate the language?: Between "Yanjinyi" (5 &N &) and
"Yanbujinyi" (§ NRE). HEFHFMIE Todai journal of Chinese Philosophy
(Tokyo), no. 3.

NAKAJIMA Takahiro #1541 (2007). Zankyou no Chuugoku Tetsugaku 75220 Hi
EH 5 . S5k & BUR The Reverberation of Chinese Philosophy: Language and
Politics. Tokyo: HA R HRZ University of Tokyo Press.

WAGNER Rudolf G. (2000). The craft of a Chinese commentator: Wang Bi on the
Laozi. Albany: State University of New York Press.

WAGNER Rudolf G. (2003). 4 Chinese reading of the Daodejing: Wang Bi's
commentary on the Laozi with critical text and translation. Albany: State
University of New York Press.

WAGNER Rudolf G. (2003). Language Ontology and Political Philosophy in China:
Wang Bi's Scholarly Exploration of the Dark (Xuanxue). Albany: State University
of New York Press.

YAMADA Fumio [LIH5ZE (1999). Konton heno Shiza {Eifi~DFRJE - ¥ L LT
DHEfE{LZL [The Angle for Chaos: Philosophical reading of Kegon Buddhism].
Tokyo: #Fkft: Shunjusha.



