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The Expressible and Inexpressible in
Tiantai Buddhism:

Usage of Language in Tiantai Buddhism and Its Viewpoint
about Limits of Verbal Articulation
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Asian Humanities

Abstract

This paper attempts to clarify the interdependence between usage of
language and soteriological conception in Tiantai Buddhism. Closely
associated with this issue is the question of the limits of verbal
expression raised by speculative reflections on language in this Buddhist
school. According to the Tiantai Buddhist vision of soteriology, the limit
between the expressible and the inexpressible could be described as the
turning point from intentional usage of language into its pragmatic

mode.
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Intentional usage of language includes that kind of verbal
articulation, which expresses cognitional and volitional contents of
consciousness. Pragmatic usage of language refers to verbal articulation,
which functions as means of expediency within a soteriological context.
Tiantai Buddhism regards verbal meanings construed by intentional
usage of language as ultimately unreal, and all entities identified with
these meanings are considered as illusory. Existing things are believed to
be devoid of any substantial reality in itself; but recognized as discrete
entities corresponding to verbal meanings, their original non-abidingness
is inverted into an abiding substance, which is regarded as illusory.

However, this illusory state of inversion caused through intentional
usage of language includes an instructional value, because it inversely
refers back to what is real. The pragmatic relevance of this instructional
value is signified, then, as provisional mode in verbal articulation.
Pragmatic usage of language emphasizes the provisional character of
verbal meaning by means of paradoxical articulation. As soon as some
soteriological meaning is verbalized, it must be denied, to signify its
provisional character. Pragmatic usage of language maintains its
reference to the soteriological meaning of “non-attachment” by means of
paradoxical articulation. It constructs and simultaneously restricts
meanings to its provisional significance through the deconstructive

function of paradoxical articulation. Intentional usage turns then into
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pragmatic usage of language, and the latter is supposed to be capable of
embodying the Buddha-dharma’s ultimate meaning. Consequently, the
difference between the two modes of using language consists of a
difference between the attitudes of “attachment” and ‘“non-attachment”
to verbal meanings.

In Tiantai Buddhism the verbalized represents the illusive realm; the
inexpressible represents ultimate reality. On the other hand, ultimate
reality cannot but be manifested through this inverse mode of illusory
meaning in verbal articulation; and the illusory realm cannot but be
based on ultimate reality. As soon as one of the two is taken into account,
the other cannot be neglected either. If the inexpressible were completely
devoid of any reference to linguistic articulation, it would be finally
meaningless, which entails nihilism; even its soteriological meaning
would be baseless. Conversely, the verbalized inversely hints at what is
ultimately real — the inexpressible. Essentially, the verbalized is then the
inexpressible in its mode of illusive inversion. Tiantai Buddhist
soteriology claims paradoxical identity of ultimate reality and its mode
of illusion. Ultimate reality devoid of its inversion into illusion would be
nothingness. Its inversion into illusion is a necessary device of
manifesting its soteriological value. Soteriology of Tiantai Buddhism
essentially relies on the viewpoint that the sacred and profane

exclusively refer to each other. The illusory moment of the profane
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manifests the significance of the sacred by means of “instructional
inversion.” Consequently, the soteriological doctrine of “non-duality
between the sacred and profane” is closely related with the issue of the
expressible and inexpressible in Tiantai Buddhism.

Tiantai Buddhism expresses its dialectics between the verbalized
and inexpressible corresponding to the “non-duality between the sacred
and profane” through the doctrine of “threefold truth”. In this paper I
will display the interdependence between the inexpressible and

verbalized according to the Tiantai viewpoint of “threefold truth”.

Keywords: expressible » inexpressible * exclusive reference between the
sacred and the profane » intentional usage of language ° instructional
value » inversion > paradoxical articulation. » pragmatic usage of
language ° dialectics » emptiness » provisional * middle way > threefold

truth -



