
Bhartrhari and the Daoists on 
Paradoxical Statements 
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"Th is s ta temen t is f a l s e / ' "I a m a l i a r / ' "Th is is 

u n n a m a b l e / ' are some paradox ica l s ta tements over 

wh ich ph i losophers East and West have bra ins tormed for 

m i l lenn ia . Whe the r we are reading LaoZi or Zeno of E lea , 

we are r e m i n d e d of the l imits of logical s t ructure and 

l inguist ic exp ress ion . S tud ies on paradox have not jus t 

evo lved but have branched off, wi th phi losophers 

focus ing on di f ferent types of paradoxes . In our t imes , 

Russe l l , Qu ine , Wi t tgens te in , Ta rsk i , Kr ipke, or S t rawson 

are a few ind iv iduals that have advanced a rgumen ts on 

reso lv ing paradoxes . S ta temen ts such as T (>n a l iar ' are 

fa lse if t rue and t rue if fa lse, creat ing a paradox. S tud ies 

on this and other paradoxes have escaped the boundary 

of logic and language, as even con temporary phys ics is 

no excep t ion to deal ing wi th paradoxes. The scope of 

th is paper is l imited to ana lyz ing a part icular type of 

pa radox , most ly the type that can be cons idered a set of 

con t rad ic t ions , and the type that p lays s igni f icant role in 

prepos i t iona l logic. The approach is seman t i c and th-e 

ob jec t ive is to ana lyze the a rguments in resolv ing the 

paradox appl ied by the c lass ica l ph i losophers , Bhar t rhar i 

in part icular . 
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Bhar t rha r i , a fifth century ph i losopher f rom Ind ia , 

in t roduces a set of p rob lems involv ing l inguist ic 

e x p r e s s i o n . S o m e of these resonate wi th con tempora ry 

Wes te rn and c lass ica l Ch inese d iscourses on propos i t ion 

and t ru th , invo lv ing to some extent the issue of 

def inabi l i ty . Spec i f i ca l ly , what measu remen ts shal l be 

taken to address a s ta tement such as "I a m a l iar , " or 

does Ident i fy ing someth ing as unnamab le a m o u n t to 

g iv ing it a name? In th is read ing , I will e x a m i n e s o m e of 

the con tempora ry a rgumen ts upon the s a m e sub jec t jus t 

so that the c lass ica l pos i t ions, part icular ly that of 

Bhar t rha r i , can be con tex tua l i zed . 

One of the key issues that l ingers in the d iscourse on 

paradox ica l s ta temen ts invo lves negat ion . Whe the r 

exp ressed in negat ive t e rms , e .g . , a l ive vs . not a l i ve , or 

in oppos i t iona l t e rms , e . g . , a l ive vs . d e a d , a fact cannot 

con ta in both possib i l i t ies. Is the ques t ion , ' W h e n did you 

s top s m o k i n g ? ' app l icab le for someone who never 

s m o k e d , or can negat ion be a poss ib le answer to th is 

ques t ion? In the case of the l iar 's paradox and m a n y 

o ther con t rad ic t ions , a genera l tendency a m o n g c lass ica l 

Ind ian and Ch inese ph i losophers appears to be that of 

in terpre t ing t hem and rather than leav ing t h e m as 

pa radox i ca l , a realzyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA virodha  in Sansk r i t t e rms , they leave 

it as paradox ica l mere ly in its appearance 

{virodhabhasa),  a s ta tement whose paradox ica l i ty can 

be reso lved af ter a proper ana lys is . Th is ana lys is that 

reso lves the paradox ica l s i tuat ion cannot be a mere 

p resen ta t ion of the fac ts , for ins tance, exp la in ing that 

morn ing s ta r and even ing s tar are not s tars but a p lanet . 

Th i s , in fact , requi res an ident i f icat ion, the morn ing s ta r 

is V e n u s , and so a lso is the even ing star . The addi t iona l 

i n fo rmat ion , the negat ion of Venus be ing a s tar , is an 

add i t iona l fact , wh ich is not required for exp la in ing the 

pa radox . A ve rse of ten ci ted in c lass ica l tex ts co l lects 

s o m e cont rad ic t ions and pa radoxes : 

esa vandhyasutoyatisasasrhgadhanurdharah  \ 
kurmakslracayesnatahkhapuspakrtasekharah  \ \^ 
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Here comes the son of a barren w o m a n 

car ry ing a bow made of the horn of a rabbit and 

wear ing on his forehead the sky- f lower , hav ing 

bathed in the mi lk of tor to ise. 

The p rob lem is, whi le one may get a round s o m e 

apparen t l y cont rad ic tory s ta tements th rough expos i t ion , 

s ta temen ts such as ' th is is the son of a barren w o m a n ' is 

s t ra igh t fo rward , s imi la r to the s ta tement , ' th is s ta tement 

is fa lse , ' and so begs no expos i t ion . In such cases , 

c lass ica l Indian phi losophers ident i f ied a case ofzyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA alika, 
(or tuccha  accord ing to the Adva i t i ns ) , and broadly 

def ined t hem as the ent i t ies that are outs ide of the 

scope of cogni t ion {jnanavisaya)}  To what ex tent is the 

paradox ica l s ta tement subject to in terpretat ion is not 

jus t a con tempora ry p rob lem. In our t imes we have 

Russe l l , Qu ine , Ta rsk i , Kr ipke , or S t r a w s o n , jus t to name 

a few, that address the par t icu lar type of paradoxes 

descr ibed above . What I would l ike to exp lore in the 

fo l lowing pages is how this type of paradox is ident i f ied 

and unders tood by Bhar t rhar i . Whi le doing so , I will 

focus on the doma ins that have not been proper ly 

addressed in the con tempora ry d iscourse on the s a m e 

topic.^ I wil l a lso exp lore the possibi l i ty of br idging these 

issues w i th the c lass ica l Ch inese phi losophers in order to 

expand the scope of this inquiry. 

However , the scope of paradox ica l s ta tements is not 

a lways ident ical in Eastern and Weste rn modes of 

th ink ing . The Ved ic ri tual deba tes , the brahmodya,  could 

have g iven birth to paradox ica l th ink ing in c lassical 

Ind ia . Paradoxes compr ise a s igni f icant part of l i terature 

in India and C h i n a , tagg ing a long with metaphors and 

other poet ic tropes."* What I f ind s igni f icant in both the 

c lass ica l Ind ian and Ch inese modes of th ink ing , despi te 

my reserva t ions to the s tereotype of the Ch inese mind 

hypo thes is , is that paradoxes are used as tools by these 

t rad i t ions, as if a par t icu lar c lass of language is ut i l ized 

to descr ibe real i ty when the everyday language fai ls to 

accomp l i sh the task. In add i t ion , these cul tures f ind 
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paradox ica l i t y as an occas ion to exp lore so lu t ions , as the 

c lass ica l exege tes feast on these e x a m p l e s to found thei r 

ph i losophy . The deepe r layer of language,zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA pasyanti  in 

Bhar t rhar i ' s t e r m s , is in i tself pa radox ica l : it 

accomp l i shes cont rad ic tory t asks . In both Daois t and 

Bhar t rhar i ' s wor lds , paradox is s u b s u m e d in l ight of the 

recogni t ion of h igher real i ty. Paradox ica l s ta temen ts are 

t rea ted on s o m e occas ions as mys t i ca l , and this mat te r 

a lone wou ld require a separa te t rea tment . Rather than 

cons ider ing the process of th ink ing in corre lat ion or 

assoc ia t ion to be un ique ly A s i a n , I wou ld l ike to conc lude 

wi th a note in th is paper that Indian and Ch inese 

cu l tu res un ique ly app ly metaphor ic language and are 

e x e m p l a r y for ' th ink ing a long or th ink ing th rough 

paradoxes . ' ^ 

Bhartrhari on Paradoxical Statennents 

Herzberge rs (1981) brought to ma ins t ream d iscourse 

s o m e of the paradox ica l s ta tements in Bhar t rhar i ' s 

Vakyapadlya  (VP) . To clar i fy th is d i scuss ion , I wou ld 

of fer the th ree key v e r s e s : 

W h e n some th ing {yad)  is descr ibed as 

"uns ign i f i ab le , " if that is ascer ta ined as 

s o m e t h i n g that is descr ibed in te rms of 

uns ign i f iab le , [it] then becomes s ign i f ied. 

If, on the o ther hand , [even the te rm 

'uns ign i f iab le ' ] is i tself uns ign i f iab le , then the 

ent i ty {tad  = inherence} wil l not be 

asce r ta ined , and the very state of what is 

in tended to [to be conveyed ] wil l not be 

d e t e r m i n e d . W h e n someth ing is descr ibed as 

uns ign i f iab le , whe the r in te rms of assoc ia t ion 

{tatha),  d issoc ia t ion {anyatha),  or in the 

abso lu te sense {sarvatha),  even in those 

con tex ts , those words do not reject that very 

s i tuat ion.^ 
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Whi le th is sma l l passage has genera ted s igni f icant 

a m o u n t of conversa t ion in con temporary d iscourse , I fail 

to see mos t of the assumpt ions that have been 

p roposed , par t icu lar ly the " p a r a d o x " that Bhar t rhar i 

supposed ly t reats as a real paradox. Bhar t rhar i does say 

that we use language to say that someth ing is 

i nde te rminab le . Th is , however , is not to reject the 

de terminab i l i t y of the very s i tuat ion that is identi f ied as 

inde te rm inab le . The passage is c lear, Bhar t rhar i is 

exp la in ing the paradox ica l s i tuat ion and resolv ing the 

pa radox , and if by resolv ing the s i tuat ion, it turns out to 

be non -pa radox i ca l , th is is not a prob lem for Bhar t rhar i . 

Wha t is ev ident though is that Bhart rhar i is aware of a 

paradox ica l s i tuat ion of sel f - referent ia l i ty . The approach 

Bhar t rhar i has appl ied can be expanded fur ther ; his 

ins ight can be appl ied to o ther cases such as "I a m a 

l iar" or "Th is s ta tement is not t rue . " 

Paradoxical Statements in the Daoist Context 

The s i tua t ions where the paradox ica l s ta tements appear 

in the Daois t l i terature somewha t resemble the s i tuat ion 

that Bhar t rhar i has ident i f ied. It of ten relates to the 

l imi tat ion of l anguage , in the ways language cannot go 

beyond conceptua l i t y , and the Dao s tands outs ide the 

rea lm of concept and language. S ince the Dao is 

inef fab le , any descr ip t ion including this very s ta tement , 

poses paradox ica l i ty . As Lao Tzu says , the Dao is 

" in f in i te , bound less and unnameab le . " ' ' He unders tood 

the Dao to be name less , and reminds us that " a s soon 

as there are n a m e s , know that it is t ime to s top . " ^ We 

can impor t the conversa t ion above , and make the s a m e 

a r g u m e n t that the unnamabi l i t y thes is does not apply to 

th is condi t ion of the Dao being unnamab le . Both Lao Tzu 

and Bhar t rhar i are s i tuat ing their secu lar d iscourse in 

l ight of the abso lu te , the B r a h m a n in the case of 

Bhar t rhar i and the Dao in the case of Lao T z u . Even the 

d iscourse on the namabi l i ty or signif iabi l i ty of inherence 

or any such ent i ty in Bhar t rhar i 's d iscourse does not 
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t r anscend the metaphys ica l background of the B r a h m a n 

being above language and sti l l being expressed th rough 

language . For Bhar t rhar i , all cogni t ions are penet ra ted 

by w o r d , and thus there is no language- f ree 

consc iousness . He also goes on to argue that all words 

essent ia l l y convey the very abso lu te , whi le part icular i t ies 

are menta l l y cons t rued . Fol lowing T ' angChun - I , Lao 

Tzu ' s s ta temen ts concern ing the Dao do not refer to the 

u l t imate real i ty , but to the pr inciple of space that is 

c o m p a r e d wi th the 'a i r route in the sky ' (Ch ' ien 1984 , 

3 7 6 ) . The real cha l lenge for Bhar t rhar i , unl ike what the 

con tempora ry scho lars have ident i f ied in d iscuss ing 

pa radox , is that of de te rmin ing the scope of language in 

descr ib ing the abso lu te . S ince the abso lu te B r a h m a n is 

the s ingu la r real i ty , the fai lure of language to descr ibe it 

wou ld m a k e language unable to descr ibe the t ru th . On 

the o ther hand , language cannot escape the pa ramete rs 

of conceptua l i t y and thus cannot name the u n n a m a b l e . 

Th is prov ides a p lat form where the Daois ts can interact 

wi th the Ind ian th inkers such as Bhar t rhar i . 

Fo l lowing are s o m e of the most c o m m o n paradox ica l 

s t a temen ts found in the Daoist l i terature. The first are a 

set f rom Hui Sh i ' s wr i t ings : 

1. The south has no l imit and has a l imit. (H6 in 

Fung 2 0 0 6 , 41 ) . 

2. I go to the state of Yue today and arr ived there 

yes te rday . (H7 in Fung 2 0 0 6 , 41 ) . 

3. I know the center of the wor ld ; it is north of Yan 

and south of Yue . (H9 in ibid.) 

4.yxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaWVUTSRQPONMLJIHGEDCBA Love all things equally; the universe is one. (HIO in 
ibid.) 

Addi t iona l s ta tements made by sophis ts are a lso of 

compara t i ve interest : 

1. A whi te dog is black (S8 in Fung 2 0 0 6 , 4 1 ) . 

2. Fire is not hot. (S IO in Fung 2 0 0 6 , 4 2 ) . 

3. Eyes do not see . ( S 1 2 , ib id.) . 

4 . The shadow of a f ly ing bird never moves . ( S 1 6 , 

ib id . ) . 
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5. The rapid mot ion of a f ly ing arrow cons is ts of 

m o m e n t s in which the arrow is nei ther in mot ion 

nor at rest ( S 1 7 , ibid.)-

6.yxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaWVUTSRQPONMLJIHGEDCBA If a rod one foot in length is cut every day by one 
half of its length, it wi l l still have something left 
even after ten thousand generations. (S2I, ibid.). 

Yet another example from Gongsun Long 

There are no th ings [in the wor ld] that are wi thoutzyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA zhi) 
but th iszyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA zhi  \s not zhi\  (G4 in Fung 2006 , 43) . 

These e x a m p l e s are jus t a few among the many l isted 

by Fung , but these may suff ice for our examina t ion of 

the paradox ica l s ta tements in order to exp lore the 

he rmeneu t i c s t ra tegy emp loyed by both the Indian and 

Daoist mas te rs . 

Reso lv ing the Paradox : The Seman t i c Approach of 

Bhar t rhar i 

S tar t ing wi th Gangu l i ' s (1963) initial report, B ierdeau 

(1964 ) , Herzbergers (1981) , Dav is (1978) , Houben 

(1995 ) , and Parsons (2001) have ana lyzed the 

paradox ica l s ta tements in Bhar t rhar i 's V P th rough 

var ious app roaches . The pr imary focus of these s tud ies 

has been to address paradox ica l s ta tements of self-

referent ia l i ty . What domina tes these s tud ies is the 

tendency that of ten fai ls to see the texts in t hemse lves 

or the tendency to ignore the exeget ica l approach of 

Bhar t rhar i whi le ass ign ing mul t ip le paradoxes to his 

n a m e . My own reading al igns to some degree wi th that 

of H o u b e n , who exp la ins the paradox of inexpressib i l i ty 

in l ight of the way Bhar t rhar i deals wi th the Liar 

paradox . In my unders tand ing , the interpret ive 

techn ique that paradoxes are a set of l inguist ic p rob lems 

wh ich can be resolved by means of exp la in ing the intent 

of the speake r or by l imit ing referent ial i ty of language, is 

centra l to Bhar t rhar i ' s me thods and his hermeneut ics 

resenribles that of Daoist scho las t i c i sm. 

Bhar t rhar i is not in terested in creat ing pa radoxes : his 

focus is on resolv ing them by rely ing on his 
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hermeneu t i cs . In cont ras t of the a rgumen ts of 

Herzberge rs and Mat i la l , Houben argues that a l though 

Bhar t rhar i ra ises the issue of ' unnameab i l i t y p a r a d o x / it 

is not the intent of Bhar t rhar i to leave it un reso lved . Th is 

is to a rgue that there are no unreso lved pa radoxes and 

there fore there are no pa radoxes . W h e n ana lyz ing the 

unnameab i l i t y paradox , Houben rejects He lara ja 's 

conc lus ion that the ent i ty cons idered unnamab le is 

add ressed as ' s o m e t h i n g ' and therefore it is namab le as 

' s o m e t h i n g . ' His a rgumen t is , if the speake r in tends to 

exp ress that some th ing is unsigni fable and if th is 

unsigni f iab i l i ty cannot be exp ressed and it becomes 

s ign i f ied , then the p rob lem moves to the second leve l , 

the unsigni f iab i l i ty of ' some th ing being uns ign i f iab le . ' 

Houben points out of inf inite regress that occurs when 

fo l lowing th is l ine of a rgumen t . 

If we fo l low Bhar t rha r i , l anguage reveals the in tent of 

the s p e a k e r rather than reso lv ing the prob lem by 

adop t ing a co r respondence theory of language. For h i m , 

the role of l anguage is to exp ress thezyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA pratyayas  inherent 

to the speak ing sub jec t . If the speake r has the concept 

that there is some th ing that cannot be e x p r e s s e d , th is 

concep t is exp ressed exact ly th rough those words . On 

the o ther h a n d , if the unsigni f iabi l i ty is unders tood as a 

s t rong c a s e , that there indeed are s o m e ins tances of 

men ta l even ts that are not in terpenet ra ted wi th 

l anguage , it wou ld cont rad ic t wi th one of the cent ra l 

t heses of Bhar t rhar i that there ex is ts no pratyaya  that is 

devo id of wo rd . 

Bhar t rhar i ' s t rea tment of doubt suppor ts the 

a r g u m e n t that he is not rely ing on co r respondence 

theory and the role of language for h im is to mere ly 

exp ress menta l images {pratyayas)!^  He a rgues , one 

canno t be in doubt of whe ther he is doub t ing . Th is 

e x a m p l e only se rves if we accept that menta l s ta tes are 

d i rect ly g i ven . However , if we fol low that menta l s ta tes 

are revea led th rough co r respondence , one could be 

doub t ing whe the r he is in doubt or not. Th is is the s a m e 

case wi th asce r ta inmen t {niscaya),  d i scussed in the next 
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verse ( S S 24) . Bhar t rhar i ln t rodues the Liar paradox in 

th is con tex t ( S S 25) . Fol lowing Bhar t rhar i , the intent of 

th is s ta temen t is mere ly to express the object ive of the 

speake r , who is not using this sen tence to refer to itself 

but ra ther to refer to someth ing e lse. He g ives the 

e x a m p l e : th is thes is has no probans (SS 27) . In th is 

e x a m p l e , the s ta temen t is not referr ing to itself, but 

wha t is mean t by ' t hes is ' is someth ing e lse . Based on 

th is t rea tmen t of pa radoxes , it becomes c lear that 

Bhar t rhar i does not t reat t hem on the basis of ' t rue ' or 

' f a l se ' s ta temen ts , but rather, he resolves the paradox. 

When reso l ved , a paradox is no longer a paradox. 

Bhar t rhar i ' s t rea tment of s imi la r s i tuat ions needs to 

be exp lo red in l ight of the a fo rement ioned s t ra tegy, 

where pa radoxes are not abandoned a lone, but are 

cons idered a cha l lenge for the exege tes . In order for us 

to invest igate Bhar t rhar i 's s t ra tegy to deal wi th this 

s i tua t ion , we can explore a few e x a m p l e s f rom VP and 

V P v r : 

1. One is many (VP 1.2). 

2. The powers ident ical [to itself] are aggregated in 

the B r a h m a n of the nature of word wi thout 

cont rad ic t ing [its] oneness . 

3. S p e e c h is one and has many fo rms. 

4 . [The absolute] is beyond d is t inct ions and 

oneness . 

5. B r a h m a n is both cause and effect, d ist inct and 

non-dist inct.^^ 

6. Appea rances such as form and act ion are mere ly 

the funct ion ing of the power of ignorance and 

they are indescr ibable in essent ia l cogni t ion 

e i ther as that or as other. 

7. The sel f of the wor ld is t ranscendent to oneness 

and plural i ty , being and non-be ing , sequence and 

non -sequence , t ruth and unt ru th . 

8. Tha t [absolute] is near and far away.^^ 

9. B r a h m a n is pure but a t ta ins mani fo ldness due to 

ignorance.^ ' ' 
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10. The power of act ion [ inherent to] t imezyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA {tasya} 
that is being d is t ingu ished in the fo rm of por t ions 

that are endowed wi th sequence impose 

d is t inct ion there [in t ime] that is per t inent to the 

port ion of vikara}^ 
11 . The one ex is ts in mul t ip le forms of en joyer , 

en joymen t , and the object of en joyment . 

12 . A l though one , [it] is descr ibed in var ious ways . 

(VP 1.5). 

13 . A l though speech is d is t ingu ished in space and 

whi le hav ing distinct'hon in fo rm, it is never the less 

not outs ide the des ignat ion by one designator .^° 

14. S ince sound is born of sequence , th is is nei ther 

the f irst nor the last. Whi le devo id of sequence , 

[it] man i fes ts as if hav ing dist inct ion [and] in 

sequence (VP 1.48). 

15 . The sudden and sequent ia l [aspects] of sound 

{ t asya } do not ex is t in cont rad ic t ion wi th 

oneness and etern i ty . 

16. Let ters do not ex is t in a wo rd , and there are no 

[dist inct ] l imbs in let ters. There is no abso lu te 

d is t inct ion of the words f rom a sen tence (VP 

1.73). 

17. A l though cogni t ion is non-d is t inc t and fo rm less , it 

man i fes ts in dist inct fo rms assum ing [the fo rms 

of] the ent i t ies of cogn i t ion . 

18 . The d is t inc t ions of speech mani fest as if d is t inct 

whi le wi thout exceed ing oneness.'^•^ 

Most f requent ly occurr ing paradoxes are in the 

presenta t ion of pasyanti,  the inner speech ident ical to 

consc i ousness : 

1. pasyanti  \s [the speech] where the sequence has 

been retr ieved and is endowed wi th the power of 

sequence whi le remain ing indistinct.^'* 

2. [pasyanti]  is both mov ing and not mov ing . 

3. [pasyanti]  is both covered [with def i lements ] and 

pure.^^ 



STHANESHWAR TIMALSINA 15 

4 .zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA [pasyanti]  is endowed with the forms of the 

ent i t ies of cogn i t ion, is wi th forms d isso lved , and 

is fo rm less . 

5. [pasyanti]  is reveal ing all the condi t ioned ent i t ies, 

reveal ing the in termixed ent i t ies, and w i thdrawn 

f rom reveal ing all the ent i t ies. 

There are a number of passages cited in V P v r that 

demons t ra te the s a m e paradox ica l case : 

1. Or , there was jus t non-be ing in the beginning 

(BAU 6 .1 .1 .1 . ) . 

2. Nei ther was there being nor was non-be ing (RV 

10 .129 .1 ) . 

3. A bl ind man pierced the g e m s , a man wi thout 

f ingers wove that , a m a n wi thout a neck wore 

that , and a man wi thout tongue pra ised that 

(TaiA 1.11.5). 

4 . The s ing le self d iv ides into being and non-be ing . 

5. Consc iousness is potent wi th many seeds , both 

exp ressed and inexpressed.-^^ 

6. Tha t funct ions and that does not funct ion (IsU 5) . 

^ Even a port ion of B r a h m a n does not exceed its 

un iversa l form and is free f rom vikalpa^^ 
8. The very name mani fes ted as the fo rm, and the 

fo rm dwel t in the essence of name . They 

d is t ingu ished the one that [in fact] is 

und is t ingu ished in one. Others say that there is 

[an inherent] d ist inct ion as is before. 

Paradox and In terpreta t ion: Engaging Bhart rhar i and 

the Daois ts 

Th is brief conversat ion is suff ic ient to demons t ra te 

that (1) th ink ing about paradoxes is c o m m o n to the 

ph i losophers East and West , and also that (2) As iat ic 

th ink ing can be speci f ied for ' th ink ing through 

pa radoxes , ' or for using paradoxica l s ta tements as a tool 

for language to carry out a speci f ic semant i c funct ion 

that the ord inary language fai ls to conduct . This 

conversa t ion points to the assumpt ion that c lassical 

Ind ian and Ch inese ph i losophers do not unders tand 
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' p a r a d o x ' in the abso lu te sense , as they c o m e up wi th 

overa rch ing theor ies that g ives coherent mean ing to 

apparen t l y paradox ica l s ta temen ts . In th is p a r a d i g m , 

apparen t paradox ica l i t y , jus t l ike metaphor , does not 

escape the rat ional space whi le s t retch ing beyond the 

l i teral m e a n i n g . As Fung a rgues , paradox ica l s ta temen ts 

do not exceed rat ional i ty as long as they serve the 

purpose of present ing the thes is or aspec ts of what is 

being descr ibed (Fung 2 0 0 6 , 4 ) . The p rob lem, for 

ins tance in Zeno 's pa radox , is not that of lack ing 

in terpre ta t ion . One can s i tuate onto logica l pa radoxes on 

th is g round and expand them for address ing the 

M a d h y a m i k a pa radoxes that revo lve around the not ion 

of emp t i nesszyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA {sunyata),^  For Bhar t rhar i and the Dao is ts , 

paradox ica l i t y is a s i tuat ion that needs he rmeneu t i c 

endeavo r . T h e p rob lems we face by means of pa radox , 

in th is l ight, a re of seman t i c nature. The e x a m p l e s such 

as 'I a m a l iar , ' or 'Th is s ta temen t is fa lse ' a re 

e x e m p l a r y , par t icu lar ly to exp la in the posi t ion of 

Bhar t rha r i . 

If some th ing is pa radox ica l , it cannot be reso lved by 

in te rpre ta t ion , and if it c a n , than it is on ly appear ing as 

pa radox ica l . A t least , in the case of the an t i nom ians , 

fo l lowing Qu ine 's c lass i f ica t ion, the t ru th -va lue cannot 

be asce r ta ined . Af ter ana lyz ing numerous apparen t l y 

paradox ica l s ta temen ts , Fung argues that none of these 

can be labeled as an t i nom ian , or as the l iar 's paradox 

(Fung 2 0 0 6 , 8 ) . From the list above , Fung points out 

that none of the H6 , H7 , or H9 can be cons idered 

a n t i n o m i a n . Rather than rely ing on abso lu te t ru th , 

Daois t mas te rs , jus t l ike Buddhis t ph i losophers , descr ibe 

re lat ive t ru th . Th is relat iv i ty has prompted s o m e to 

a rgue that Ch inese ph i losophy is not in a t ru th -seek ing 

m iss i on . Wha t is miss ing in this posi t ion is the 

unders tand ing that to descr ibe truth in relat ive te rms is 

none the less to descr ibe the t ru th . 

How the exeges is reso lves paradoxes is v iv id in the 

case of S 1 6 : "The shadow of a f ly ing bird never m o v e s . " 

Th is is apparen t l y pa radox ica l , as the shadow of the bird 
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m o v e s a long as the bird f l ies. However , shadow is not an 

ent i ty hav ing mot ion of its o w n , and as Fung points out , 

"un l i ke Zeno ' s f ly ing ar row, the so-ca l led " m o v i n g " 

shadow can nei ther possess inert ia nor have forces 

act ing d i rect ly upon it. Dynamica l l y the shadow cannot 

engage in ac t i on " (Fung 2 0 0 6 , 14) . A shadow is 

dependen t upon another phenomenon and so the act ion 

of f ly ing cannot be lying on the shadow, a l though it is 

imposed on it. 

Whi le exp la in ing the Mohist canons , Harbsme ie r 

a rgues that s o m e of the s ta tements are on ly apparent ly 

pa radox ica l , whi le others are rooted on conceptua l 

confus ion (1998 , 342) . In essence , most of it can be 

g rouped into ver id ica l and falsi f iable s ta temen ts , and not 

in the ca tegory of an t inomians . Whi le readingzyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA On the 
Uniformity  of  All  Things,  we can f ind that Mohis ts are not 

fond of pa radoxes , and the object ive of apparen t ly 

paradox ica l s ta tements are to t ranscend the relat ive 

p red icament . Th is aspect of t ranscend ing relat iv i ty is 

v iv id in Z h u a n z i , and th is is what d raws the posi t ion of 

Bhar t rhar i re lat ively c loser . And th is posi t ion br ings into 

cr is is T a n a k a ' s v iew that the Daoist paradoxes cannot be 

u l t imate ly reso lved and we are left wi th their paradoxes 

(Tanaka 2 0 0 4 , 192) . When reading pa radoxes , what is 

miss ing in th is s tance is the commenta r ia l t rad i t ion. 

T a n a k a ' s unders tand ing under l ies the assumpt ion that 

Wes te rn ph i losophers cons ider language as 

represen ta t iona l , whi le language, fol lowing the c lass ica l 

Ch inese ph i losophers , ''^prescribes  acceptab le behav iors 

in soc ie t y " (Tanaka 2 0 0 4 , 192) . In his p resen ta t ion , 

T a n a k a p laces the Indian phi losophy of language in 

a l i gnment wi th the Western counterpar t . The p rob lem is 

that , whi le Nyaya or some other schools are expl ic i t in 

adopt ing th is representat iona l model of language, 

in junct ion and prohib i t ion are pr imary roles of language 

for the MTmamsakas, and Bhar t rhar i is indebted to this 

schoo l in his centra l ca tegor ies of language. 
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S h e n d a o ' s d is t inc t ion between d iscoursezyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA dao  and 

pe r fo rmance dao,  where in the first prov ides ^shi-fei  or 

' t h i s ' and 'not th is ' d isc r im inat ion and the s e c o n d , a lso 

ident i f ied as the great dao,  whi le ach iev ing eve ry th ing , 

does not prov ide the d is t inct ion of ' th is ' and 'not th i s , ' 

para l le ls Bhar t rhar i ' s dep ic t ion of pasyanti,  Pasyantf  has 
two fo rms . Its parapasyantT  fo rm is t ranscenden t to 

wor ld even ts and is a lways pure, being never e n m e s h e d 

wi th the p h e n o m e n a . The lower aspec t of pasyantiXhat 
man i fes ts in sequence and par takes verba l exchange is 

both impure and the cause of onto logica l and 

ep is temo log ica l ca tegor ies . Just l ike the sabda  Brahman 
of Bhar t rhar i that , in its pure form of pasyanti, 
pe rmea tes eve ry th ing , and ab ides sh in ing a lone , the 

ac tua l pe r fo rmance dao  is dep ic ted in te rms a s : " D a o is 

that wh ich leaves noth ing out " (Tanaka 2 0 0 4 , 196) . 

Ra ther than main ta in ing pa radoxes , this st rat i f icat ion of 

dao,  in my op in ion , helps resolve paradoxes . Th is at 

least is the case wi th Bhar t rhar i ' s pasyanti 
Like the c o m m e n t a t o r s on Z h u a n z i , Bhar t rhar i ' s 

gen ius is not in in t roducing paradoxes . Ved ic l i terature is 

replete wi th apparen t con t rad ic t ion , echo ing the say ing 

tha t " g o d s love the ind i rec t . " "Whether in the Nasadlya 
s ta temen t , " the re was nei ther being nor non-be ing 

t h e n , " or in the s ta temen t , " there indeed ex is ted non -

being in the beg inn ing , " pa radoxes are eve rywhere . The 

cha l lenge Bhar t rhar i under takes is to m a k e a coheren t 

sense out of these apparen t l y paradox ica l s ta temen ts . In 

his op in ion , B r a h m a n is above the tens ion of 

paradox ica l i t y . The phenomena l rea lm , the p layground 

of the powers inherent to B r a h m a n , is where the 

pa radoxes l ie. S ince the powers inherent to B r a h m a n are 

mutua l l y exc lus i ve , it is due to their inherent tens ion 

that the rea lm of phenomena l exper ience g ives r ise to 

the pa radox . 

Jus t l ike the st rat i f icat ion of dao  a l lows the Daois t 

mas te rs to retain its mani fes t and d y n a m i c aspect wh i le 

ma in ta in ing its t ranscendent nature , we f ind a s im i la r 

so lu t ion in the d is t inct ion of rta  and satya.  Real i ty , in 
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th is dep ic t ion , has two aspec ts , one phenomena l , that is 

a lways in d y n a m i s m and is depicted in te rms ofzyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA rta, 
whi le the abso lu te , the t ranscendent , is depic ted in 

t e rms of satya.  Th is is v iv id in vyavatiara  - paramartha 
dis t inct ion in Mahayana l i terature. 

It is therefore safe to argue that , for Bhar t rhar i as 

wel l as for the Daoist ph i losophers , the wor ld the way it 

appears is paradox ica l , and not their teach ings . If 

in terpreted adopt ing Bhar t rhar i 's hermeneut i cs , the act 

of see ing the mot ion in a shadow of a f ly ing b i rd , an 

e x a m p l e f rom the Daoist l i terature, it is only a 

supe r impos i t on , an adhyasa,  of the propert ies of a bird 

in relat ion to its shadow. This is due to ignorance that 

the proper t ies of the source are imposed in the target , 

mak ing super impos i t ion poss ib le . For Bhar t rhar i , this 

super impos i t i on is at the heart of phenomena l i t y . And 

the ' i ns t ruc t ions ' {sastra)  are not prescr ibed to reaf f i rm 

this i l lus ion, but rather to awaken its readers f rom this 

v ic ious cha in of paradox. I bel ieve this also is the case 

wi th the Daoist texts . 

San Diego State University 
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Abbreviations 

B A UzyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA Brhadaranyakopanisad 
IsU isavasyopanisada 
RV Rgveda 
Ta iA Taittirlyaranyaka 
V P Vakyapadlya 
V P v r Vakyapadlya-Vrtti 



STHANESHWAR TIMALSINA 21 

References 

Bhatta, Jayanta. 1964.zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA Agamadambara. (Otherwise called 

Sanmatanataka). Darbhanga: Mithila Research Institute. 

Biardeau, M. (1964). Theorie de la Connalssance at Philosophie de 
la Parole dans le brahmanismeclassique. Paris - La Haye: 

Mouton & Co. 

Ch'ien, Edward T. 1984.''The Conception of Language and the Use 

of Paradox in Buddhism and Daoism/' Journal of Chinese 
Philosophy, 11, 375-399. 

Davis, Lawrence Ward. (1979). Studies in Bhartrhari's 
Vakyapadlya. Dissertation. University of Massachusetts. 

Fung, Yiu-ming. 2006. ''Paradoxes and Parallelism in Ancient 

Chinese Philosophy," Presented at the Conference: Topics in 
Comparative Ancient Philosophy: Greek and Chinese. 

Ganguli, Hemant Kumar. (1963). The Philosophy of Logical 
Construction: an Examination of Logical Atomism and 
Logical Positivism in the Light of the Philosophies of 
Bhartrhari, Dharmakirti, andPrajhakaragupta. Calcutta. 

Graham, A. C. 1990 {1986).Studies in Chinese Philosophy and 
Philosophical Literature. Albany: State University of New 

York Press. 

Harbsmeier, Christopher. 1998. In Needham 1998 [Ed.]. Science 
and Civilization in China, volume VII: 1, part I: Language 
and Logic. Cambridge University Press. 

Herzberger, Hans and Radhika Herzberger. (1981). ''Bhartrhari's 

Paradox," Journal of Indian Philosophy, 9:1, 1-17. 

Houben, Jan E. M. (1995). "Bhartrhari's Solution to the Liar and 

Some Other Paradoxes," Journal of Indian Philosophy, 
23:4,381-401. 

Jhalakikar, Bhimacarya. 1996. Nyayakosa: Dictionary of Technical ^ 
Terms of Indian Philosophy. Pune: Bhandarkar Oriental 

Research Institute. 

Matilal, B. K. (1990). The Word and the World: India's 
Contribution to the Study of Language. Delhi: Oxford 

University Press. 

Parsons, Terence. 2001. "Bhartrhari on What Cannot Be Said." 

Philosophy East and West, 51:4, 525-534. 

Tanaka, Koji. 2004. "The Limit of Language in Daoism," Asian 
Philosophy, 14:20, 191-205. 



22 JOURNAL OF INDIAN PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGIONO 

N O T E S 

1. I have presented this verse just the way I heard from my 

teachers. The closest reference to this verse that I could find 

follows: 

mrgatrsnambhasisnatahkhapuspakrtasekharah / 

esa vandhyasutoyatisasasrhgadhanurdharah \ \ 
Agamadambara 10. 

2. See Jhalakikar 199&, 81, for further discussion. 

3. Most noteworthy readings among the contemporary 

scholarship on Bhartrhari'sunnamability paradox are that of 

Herzberger and Herzberger 1981, Houben 1995, Parsons 

2001, and Ganeri 2001. See also Ram-Prasad 2002 for 

further discussion. 

4. Recognizing the typically different nature of discourse in 

China, Granet, Needham, and a number of other scholars 

have identified thinking in ancient China as "correlative 

thinking" or "associative thinking" that is juxtaposed with 

the Western "analytical thinking." Graham provides a 

counter argument that correlative thinking is not necessarily 

a logical, arguing that "the analytical upper layer which is 

thicker and denser in the West is grounded on the 

corre ative stratunn of thinking which is more fully exposed 

in Ch na" (Graham' 1986, 23). For a systematic treatment of 

these viewpoints, see Fung 2006. 

5. Fung argues that "thinking in correlation or association is 

not other thinking than the analytic kind; it Is just the 

rational thinking in correlation or association" (Fung 2006, 

4). I argue that these observations are too narrow, as these 

are just variants of metonymic thinking and contemporary 

research on cognitive linguistics has revealed that this 

process is ubiquitous. 

6. avacyamitiyadvacyam tadavacyatayayada / 

vacyamitya va sly eta vacyame vatadabha vet II 

athapyavacyamityevamna tad vacyampratiyate / 

vivaksitasya^a vasthasaivanadh ya va sly ate II > 

tathanyathasarvathacayasyavacyatvamucyate / 

tatrapinaivasa vasthataihsabdaihpratisidhyate II 
Sambandhasamuddesa 20-22. 
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Terence Parsons (2001, 532) correctly raises the issue of 

questioning his own reading of what Bhartrhari has actually 

said, moving beyond reading this passage either as referring 

to the noun, signification, as has Herzberger meant, or as 

the act of signifying something, as has Parsons himself 

understood. In my reading, I am closely reading the 

passage in light of Helaraja'sPrakasa commentary and 

Raghunatha'sAmbakartr commentary. 

7. Lao Tzu, Chapter 14. Cited in Ch'ien 1984, 375. 

8. Lao Tzu, Chapter 32. Cited in Ch'ien 1984, 375. 

9.zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA Sambandhasamuddesa 2 3. 

10. ekatvasyavirodhenasabdatattvebrahmanisamuccita-

virodhinya-atmabhutahsaktayah | VPvr 1.2. 

11. This is based on the citation on VPvr: suksmam. . ekam. . . 
nanarupamatmanisannivistam \ Cited in VPvr 1.1. 

12. bhedasamsargasamatikramenasamavistam. . . (VPvr 1.1). 

13. karyakaranatmakasya vibhakta vibhaktasyaikasyabrahmanah. 
. . (VPvr 1.1). 

14. murttikriya viva rta ua vidyasaktipra vrttimatram tau 
vidyatmanitattvanyatvabhyamanakhyeyau \ VPvr 1.1. 

15. vyatitobhedasamsargaubha vabha vaukramakramau \ 
satyanrtecavisvatmapravivekatprakasate || VPvr 1.1. 

16. antaryamJsabhutanamaraddurecadrsyate \ \ VPvr 1.1. 

17. tathedamamrtam brahma nirvikaramavidyaya \ 

kalusatvamivapannambhedarupamvivartate \ \ Cited in VPvr 

1.1. 

18. tasya krama vadbhirmatrarupailikartrsaktirvibhajyamana-
vikaramatragatambhedarOpamtatradhyaropayati. . . \ VPvr 

1.1. 

19. ekasyasarvabJjasyayasyaceyamanekadha \ 

bhoktrbhoktavyarupenabhogarupenacasthititi \ \ VP 1.4. 

20. yathavagdesabhedenabhinnasatyapisvarupabhedeekabhe-
dheyanibandhanatvamavyatikranta \ \ VPvr 1.5. 

21. tasyatukrama yaugapadyenityatvaikatvabh yarn viro -
dhannavidyete \ \l?\jv 1.48. 

2 2. abhinnamapijnanamarupamsarvajheyopagrahitvadbhe-
darupatayapratyavabhasate. . . | VPvr 1.86. 

2 3. ekatvamanatikranta vahnetra vahnibandhanali \ 

prthakpratyavabhasantevagvibhagagavadayati \ \ cited in 

VPvr 1.118. 
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24.zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA pratisamhrtakramasatyapyabhedesama vistakramasaktihpa -
5/1̂ 7̂̂ /1 VPvr 1.134. 

25. sacalacala. . . \ ibid. 

26. . . . avrtacavlsuddhaca \ ibid. 

27. sannivistajheyakarapratilTnakaranirakaraca \ ibid. 

28. paricchinnarthapratya vabhasapsamsrstarthapratya-
bhasarasantasarvarthapratyavabhasa ca. ..j ibid. 

29. . . . sattvasattvabhyamekaatmavibhajyate \ Cited in VPvr 

1.8. 

30. vivrttavivrttambahudhanakamcaitanyam \ Cited in VPvr 1.8. 

31. pradeso 'pi brahmanalisarvarupyamanatikrantasca vikalpasca 
I Cited in VPvr 1.9. 

32. namaivedamrupatvenavavnerupamcedamnama-
bhave'vatasthe\ 

eke tad ekamavibtiaktamvibhejuhpragivanyebhedarupamva' 
dantiW Cited in VPvr 1.12. 

33. While a significant number of scholars do not see sunyatS as 

a metaphysical or ontological position,zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA I am making sunyata 
a metaphysical issue only in relation to those classical 

philosophers to whom it thus represents. 

34. paroksapriyaiva hi devati. . .Brhadaranyakopanisad\M 2.2. 


