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ABSTRACT 

The Play of Negativity: 
An Exploration Of An Apophatic Discourse 
In Daoist Philosophy And Negative Theology 

by 

Ellen Ying Zhang 

This dissertation is an attempt to bring Daoist 

philosophy and negative theology into conversation. The 

comparative project itself by no means suggests an 

identification of the Daoist "Dao" with the Christian "God," 

nor does it argue for a contrast between a "non-logocentric 

China" with a "logocentric West." However divergent China 

and the West may be the notion of "Dao" in Daoist philosophy 

and the notion of "God" in negative theology, share what I 

call a "gesture of negativity." My project then is a 

comparative study of a philosophical/theological discourse 

which deals with the problem of ineffability. I propose that 

the apophatic gesture is inevitably paradoxical when speech 

is deployed in order to surpass itself. I compare the 

notions of wang and wuwei in Daoism with the notion of 

Gelassenheit in negative theology, and the Daoist wu with 

Derrida’s dénégation. I argues that the play of negativity 

does not suggest the rejection of meanings as such; rather 

like many other discourses, it participates in creation, 

construction, and destruction of meaning within particular 

philosophical and theological configurations. 
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1 

Introduction 

This dissertation is an attempt to bring Daoist 

philosophy and negative theology into conversation. The 

comparative project itself by no means suggests an 

identification of the Daoist "Dao" with the Christian "God," 

nor does it argue for a contrast between a "non-logocentric 

China" with a "logocentric West." However divergent China 

and the West may be the notion of "Dao" in Daoist philosophy 

and the notion of "God" in negative theology, share what I 

call a "gesture of negativity." My project then is a 

comparative study of a philosophical/theological discourse 

which deals with the problem of ineffability. By examining 

negative theology in terms of Daoism, and Daoism in terms of 

negative theology, I hope that the work supplements 

contemporary discussion on post-modern theology. 

My account of the Daoist tradition is based on the 

philosophical works of Laozi and Zhuangzi , or 

what is usually called the "Philosophical School of Lao- 

Zhuang" •* Meanwhile, I include certain literary 

texts that are related to Daoism. In my discussion, I pay 

special attention to the differences between the two Daoist 

thinkers, an aspect often neglected by both Chinese and 

Western scholars. Even though both Laozi and Zhuangzi speak 

of the Dao in a negative fashion I contend that, of the two, 

Laozi's Dao is closer to the notion of God in negative 
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theology insofar as both the Dao and God are felt but not 

conceived, intuited but not categorized, divined but not 

explained. Zhuangzi’s Dao, on the other hand, is closer to 

Derrida’s notion of "trace" in that both Zhuangzi and 

Derrida reject any notion of a transcendental "signifier." 

If Laozi still speaks of the Dao as the "way that gives rise 

to all ways," and as the "root" to which all thing return, 

Zhuangzi places more emphasis on the Dao as "free 

wondering, " that is, a way that does not aim at a final 

direction. 

In my reading of the theological writings of Pseudo- 

Dionysius, Meister Eckhart, Soren Kierkegaard, and Jean-Luc 

Marion, as well as the philosophical works of Friedrich 

Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, and Jacques Derrida, I explain 

how these texts, with their various strategies or manners of 

speaking, imply a movement of apophasis. Namely, a kind of 

irony whereby one denies the saying which one specially 

says. It is my contention that an undoing of the speakable 

has to be accomplished by using a discourse in which silence 

does not merely mean "not-speaking. " 

I am particularly interested in certain affinities of 

deconstructive philosophy with negative theology. Even 

though I am aware of Derrida’s argument that deconstruction 

is not a form of negative theology. I believe that a 

critique of Derrida’s critique of negative theology is 

necessary because the term "negative theology" itself needs 
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to be re-defined. I also want to argue for certain 

deconstructive elements in negative theology. 

I also deploy the connection of an apophatic discourse 

to a mystical discourse in both Daoism and negative 

theology. I see, in recent Chinese studies, a problem of 

trying to de-mystify Daoist thinking by both Chinese and 

Western critics in order to make Daoism "non-metaphysical", 

or a coherent system of thought. I propose certain 

similarities between the non-differentiated Dao and God of 

mystical theology in that both the Dao and God are 

unknowable, yet all-affecting, and both the Dao and God 

imply an eternal transformation of unity to multiplicity and 

from multiplicity to unity. It is my contention that 

mysticism supplements philosophical discourse in that 

mystical discourse provides different strategies for 

fabricating philosophical knowledge, and offers what is 

lacking in philosophies of reason. 

Meanwhile, I make salient how the kind of silence that 

concerns Daoists and negative theologians is different from 

the one that perplexes philosophers such as Heidegger and 

Derrida. When Heidegger speaks of the "unsaid of the said," 

and when Derrida is looking for a speech that will "maintain 

silence," their notion of silence is textual. For Laozi and 

Pseudo-Dionysius, on the other hand, silence is the "hors- 

texte,” i.e., outside the text, because the Dao or God is 

beyond all human conceptions and languages. One of the 
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characteristics of negative theology is the Word/words 

dichotomy which is exemplified by Meister Eckhart's argument 

that God is the "simple Ground, the simple Silence, " and 

"the secret Word that lies hidden in the soul." This 

Word/words distinction is also emphasized by Marion, even 

though he tries to free theology from the metaphysical 

language of being. Marion’s critique of the language of 

being, like that critique found in negative theology, arises 

from a claim of the "divine incomprehensibility" of the 

Word. Silence in negative theology, in contrast to Derrida’s 

silence, steers through a mistrust of language to a kind of 

silence that leads to a moment of complete speechlessness. 

While for negative theologians language is empty of reality 

and thus must be transcended for reality to be realized, for 

Derrida reality is rooted nowhere but in language. For him 

the reason for ineffability arises from nothing other than 

the nature of language itself. Silence in negative theology 

still remains, on Derrida's reading, within the realm of 

metaphysics because the critique of the conceptual names of 

God arises from an argument about the "divine ineffability," 

as well as from a series of well-worn dichotomies: 

beings/Being, words/Word, and logoi/Logos. 

The final line of inquiry focuses on the notion of 

"play" in negative discourses, since "apophasis" implies 

certain characteristics of play. I contend that "play" in 

both Daoism and deconstruction embraces constructive 
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meanings. I will argue against traditional interpretations 

of Daoism as a philosophy of negation/reversal. I propose 

that the "de-" words in deconstruction do not merely direct 

toward reversal and negation. Derrida's explication of 

différance, as a practice of both "differing” and 

"deferring," resembles Zhuangzi's notion of the "dao" in the 

sense that it implies a rejection of a single definition or 

principle. Différance makes difference in time and space 

possible# yet it is not one of the differences; consequently 

it cannot be categorized in terms of things which embody 

differences. Likewise/ the Dao, as the creative void/ 

cannot contain within itself any single definition or 

principle, because the Dao cannot be captured in any 

conceptual scheme. I employ a Derridean term dénégation to 

demonstrate that negativity embraces two movements: 1) a 

simple movement of negation; and 2) a movement of negation 

of negation that does not come to an end, a movement without 

closure. "Apophasis" then, is a kind of double discourse. It 

is not merely a way of denial, a state of silence, or a mode 

of negation; rather it is a process of endless negations and 

de-negations that allow one to work repeatedly to "create 

both the depth of reticence and the peak of loquacity." 

Given the scope of my work to deal with the question of 

ineffability in philosophy and theology in the Chinese 

tradition and the Western tradition, I am constantly aware 
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of the limitations of my knowledge for the comparative task 

I am undertaking. Nevertheless, I wish my study to be 

helpful for the Eastern and Western dialogue today, not in 

the sense of a Gadamerian "fusion of horizons", but of 

putting different traditions together to see both 

similarities and differences. The research as a whole is 

synchronic rather than chronological since I use cross- 

references from different periods for the sake of the 

structure of my work. 

The English translations of the Laozi and the Zhuangzi 

are based on Chang Chung-yuan's Tao: A New Way of Thinking: 

A translation of the Tao Te Ching, Lin Yutang's The Wisdom 

of Laotse, Burton Watson's The Complete Work of Chunag Tzu, 

and Fung Yu-Ian's Chuang-Tzu: A new Selected Translation 

with an exposition of the philosophy of Kuo Hsing. Some 

modifications are made where deemed necessary. The major 

original Daoist texts I use are Chen Guying's Laozi zhushi 

ji pingjie > Qian Zhongshu's Laozi Wangbi 

zhu / Guo Qingfan's Zhuangzi jishi . 

Some translations from Chinese sources are mine. Throughout 

the discussion I employ the pingyin system of romanization. 

*The names of Laozi and Zhuangzi throughout the discussion do 
not so much refer to the historical figures as to the body of 
writings attributed to the names. The Daoist philosophy refers 
to a mixture of ideas based on the texts of Laozi, Zhuangzi, and 
their major Dark Learning commentators Wang Bi and Guo Xiang. 
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Apophasis: Speech and Silence 

Trying nothing for something; 
Knocking at silence for sound. 

Lu Ji 

When you say: "words are of no account, " you 
negate your own assertion through your words. 
If words are of no account, why do we hear you 
say that words are of no account? After all, 
you are saying this in words. 

RUMI, Fihi ma fihi 

Why do we speak when we insist we should not speak? How 

can we speak that which cannot be spoken? Such kinds of 

question are raised repeatedly in the philosophical and 

theological discourse of Daoism and negative theology. 

Though the Daoist maintains that "The Dao that can be spoken 

of is not a constant Dao,” and the negative theologian 

laments that God is unspeakable, both of them express a 

desire of wanting to say, and as such neither of them does 

away with language entirely. Even Jacques Derrida who has 

raised the question of unspeakability is speaking at the 

very moment when he attempts to "avoid speaking".* This 

chapter is concerned with the issue of "apophasis," i.e., a 

kind of irony whereby one denies the saying which one 

specially says. It is my contention that an undoing of the 

speakable has to be accomplished by using a discourse in 

which silence does not merely mean "not-speaking." In other 

words, the speaking of the unspeakable indicates a 
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transformation that allows one to move from the depth of 

reticence to the peak of loquacity. 

A Desire to Speak: An Apophatic Gesture 

The word "apophasis" generally means "denial", or 

"negation". Apophasis is derived from the Greek roots, apo 

(away from, detached from) and phasis (speaking) . The term 

apophasis as such means un-saying, or being away from 

speaking, as opposed to Kataphasis, denoting the concept of 

saying. Like the term apophasis, kataphasis is formed by 

combining two Greek roots, here, Kata (with) and phasis 

(saying, speaking). According to the Oxford English 

dictionary, the word "apophasis" also signifies "a kind of 

irony, whereby we deny that we say or do that which we 

especially say or do." This definition points to the 

rhetorical character of apophatic discourse which I shall 

explore in both Daoism and negative theology* On this 

reading, apophasis is a rhetorical gesture necessitated by 

the paradox of expressing ineffability, i.e., "X is beyond 

words." In other words, the speaker insists on using words 

to express a wordless reality for there is always a desire 

to say/ to express, and to tell. This paradoxical mode of 

voicing the unsayable or wording silence is well expressed 

by Martin Buber when he claims: 

Even the innermost experience is not safe from the 

drive to expression... One must speak because the 
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Word burns in him... because he wants to create a 

memorial for ecstasy which leaves no traces, to tow 

the timeless into the harbor of time; he wants to make 

the unity without multiplicity into the unity of all 

multiplicity.^ 

Samuel Beckett, in a similar manner, contends that a 

poet has to speak despite the fundamental truth of silence: 

There is nothing to express, nothing with which to 

express, nothing from which to express, no power to 

express, no desire to express, together with an 

obligation to express.3 

Bai Juji 772-846), a well-known Chinese poet of 

the Tang Dynasty, struggles with this question: 

"One who speaks does not know; 

one who knows does not speak." 

From the Old Master I have read this remark. 

If the Old Master is the one who knows, 

Is he not the One who has written 

"Five Thousand Words?^ 

Here, "Five Thousand Words" refers to Laozi, or Dao De Jing, 

one of the most important texts in the Daoist philosophical 

tradition. Laozi is predicated on the paradox of apophasis 

insofar as the Dao that can be spoken of is not the true 

Dao. 

Likewise, negative theology confronts this problematic 

of an unsayable reality, and of the desire to speak of this 



10 

reality. Augustine (354-430) grapples to understand how if 

"God's Word is above me, and words beneath me...What can one 

say about you, 0 Lord, and yet woe to him who says nothing" 

(Confessions, I. vi.), while Pseudo-Dionysius (5th cen.) 

"speaks" of the divine names even as God "lies hidden in the 

darkness beyond light of the hidden mystical silence," and 

Meister Eckhart (1260-1328) claims, "If I have spoken of it 

(God), I have not spoken, for it is ineffable." The 

apophatic gesture is inevitably paradoxical since speech is 

deployed in order to surpass itself. However, as we will 

see, even though the rhetoric of apophasis in Daoism and 

negative theology seems identical, these two rhetorical 

traditions constitute two very different unsayable 

realities. 

The Dao and the Silent 

Laozi says, "the Dao has few words (xiyan ^-pf) " 

(Laozi,23). According to Daoist philosophy, the Dao is 

"void" (xu |g), "silent" (jing ), and "ineffable" (bukeyan 

Therefore, Laozi tells us in the opening chapter of 

the Laozi, "I do not know its name, so I force myself to 

nickname it 'Dao'." Since he has to "nickname" the Dao, 

Laozi continuously warns us of the paradoxical nature of 

words and names. That is to say, as soon as a word or name 

is given, one should also cross it out, for the word/name as 
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representative of the unsayable and unnamable is simply 

impossible. One should keep silent: 

One who knows does not speak; 

One who speaks does not know. 

The opening statement of Laozi implies the Daoist 

skeptical view of language, "The Dao that can be dao-ed 

(spoken of) is not the Dao itself ' the name 

that can be named is not the name itself . " 

Here, Laozi plays with the word "dao" as a pun of both the 

"Dao" and "speech". According to Laozi, the Dao is ineffable 

because all words are such that they lack referential 

content, or are "void" of substantive meaning. Nevertheless, 

even though Laozi deplores, or pretends to deplore, the 

limitations of language, he continues to speak. A similar 

mistrust of words is expressed by Zhuangzi who contrasts the 

inconsistency of words with the consistency of the Dao, 

arguing that one should "forget words" (wangyan ifoW) • 

Zhuangzi maintains that, "the Great Dao has no name 

" and, as such, "If the Dao is made clear, it is 

not the Dao É H • "5 

Why do Daoist philosophers still speak while insisting 

that words are of no account? Chad Hansen suggests that in 

Daoist philosophy, the word "dao" means "a total system of 

names." Accordingly, Hansen translates the opening sentence 

of Laozi as "Speaking what can be spoken is not invariant 
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speaking."® Although I do not share Hansen's reduction of 

Daoist philosophy to Saussurian semiotics, - since the "dao" 

embraces much more than "a total system of names" 

nonetheless, I agree with Hansen's premiss that Laozi is 

concerned with the discrepancy between the grammaticality of 

words and naturality of the Dao. Laozi presents words as 

differentiated fragmentation and conceptual abstractions. 

When Laozi speaks of the Dao, he is using, to borrow Robert 

Magliola's terms, the "provisional name" for the unnamable. 

I would suggest therefore that it is useful to think of 

Laozi's Dao as a non-differentiated and non-conceptual 

totality wherein words facilitate communication about the 

Dao but do not represent the Dao.^ 

The communicative rather than representative function 

of words is especially emphasized by Zhuangzi who insists 

that "There is no name that corresponds to the Dao 

) • " Yet unlike Laozi, Zhuangzi attempts to resolve 

the limits of speaking by blurring the distinction between 

words and non-words, speech and silence. Where Laozi speaks 

of the Dao as an undifferentiated whole, Zhuangzi makes 

salient the Dao as constant change. Thus Zhuangzi argues, 

"Now I have just said something. But I do not know whether 

what I have said has really said something or whether it has 

not said something." In other words, the act of saying does 

not constitute the thing to which the words refer, just as 

not saying does not refer to no-thing. This paradox of 
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"Words are non-words, and non-words are words" denotes the 

possibility of a transformation from the limitations of 

language to the de-limitations of language. Thus, Zhuangzi 

argues : 

If we do not speak, then things will be all the same. 

Sameness, because of words, becomes differentiated; 

yet words are the means by which we try to make the 

differentiated the same again.® 

As such, non-words are words (wuyan yan Hi"g), and words 

are non-words (yan wuyan ), because there are words in 

non-words, and non-words in words. Thus, Zhuangzi resolves 

the paradox of apophasis by a rhetoric in which that silence 

speaks and one can speak silence. 

Zhuangzi's argument that "absence" or "nonbeing" (wu 

$£) is also "presence" or "being" (you ^f) predicates his 

assertion that there exists a fundamental identity between 

words and non-words. Even though the Dao cannot be spoken 

of, that same ineffable Dao enables speaking while revealing 

the limits of speech. Laozi reminds us that when we see, the 

seen is not limited by the act of seeing, just as no-thing 

exceeds our blindness. One sees no-thing within some-thing; 

and one see some-thing within no-thing. Likewise, Zhuangzi 

argues that when we speak, we do not equate reality with 

this speech act. Similarly, when we remain silent, we do 

not assume no-thing exists. That is to say, we can speak 
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some-thing in silence, and speak no-thing while speaking. As 

such, Zhuangzi contends for a dialectic view of speaking and 

silence, words (youyan 4% g ) and non-words ( wuyan fjBjflf) . 

Zhuangzi asserts, "Words are non-words, and non-words are 

words." There is for Zhuangzi, then, neither absolute 

speaking, nor absolute silence. Consequently, once we accept 

Zhuangzi's understanding of silence, we readily understand 

seemingly paradoxical argument: 

Words are not just like wind. Words imply something to 

say. But if words are not fixed, then do they still 

say something? or do they say nothing? 

Books are nothing but words. Though words have 

values, what is valuable in words is meaning. There 

is something to which meaning adheres, but what 

meaning adheres to cannot be put in words. 

(Zhuangzi, 13). 

In Zhuangzi, statement and counter-statement denote the 

rhetorical doubleness indicated by the discursive Dao as 

both words and non-words, speech and silence. When Zhuangzi 

claims, "The Dao, and all things and I are One," he has 

already recognized the impossibility of explaining this 

oneness. As soon as Zhuangzi attempts defining the Dao, he 

has already objectified the Dao, and, as such, has been 

separated from the Dao. Though the word "Dao" is used, one 
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should not be carried away with notion of the essence, or 

the ultimate truth of the Dao. 

Parenthetically, I would like to point out that the 

philosophic skepticism about speaking has been over¬ 

emphasized in traditional Daoist interpretations. This over¬ 

emphasis arises partly because in later Chinese Chan 

Buddhist thought, the Daoist argument of "forgetting words" 

is deployed as a total negation of language. Laozi's 

statement "He who knows does not speak; He who speaks does 

not know" becomes the basic Chan argument for a "non-words 

realm (wuyu jie mm&) . " This non-words realm is attained 

only by means of a "destruction of words (poyan 

Accordingly, Chan philosophy has developed a unique way to 

"avoid speaking".^ 

The Divine and the Silent 

As in Daoist philosophy, negative theology advocates a 

form of linguistic skepticism, according to which the 

ultimate reality is ineffable. However, in negative 

theology, the idea of ineffability pertains to a Christian 

soul's self-quieting communion with God. According to 

negative theology, the naming. of God should be avoided 

because it is impossible to apply words and concepts to God. 

Therefore, it is better to keep silent, as John of the Cross 

(1542-1591), a Spanish mystic poet, says in one of his 

poems: 



He (God) speaks this Word forever in eternal silence, 

And it should be heard in silence by the soul.-*-® 

16 

Negative theology contends for a reality that exists 

beyond all positive speculations, a reality that only 

negation can reveal. As such, negative theology is also 

known as a theology of via negativar vis-à-vis a theology of 

via positiva (positive theology). Since God is ineffable, 

one can only speak of God by way of negations. For example, 

in Augustine we have the well-known claim that God is "wise 

without wisdom, good without goodness, powerful without 

power." In Laozi, one can find the similar expression that 

"the Dao is great without greatness, strong without 

strength". 

In Augustine, the unspeakability of God depends on a 

separation of God from man in terms of a theology of the 

Fall. The theology of the Fall assumes that original sin 

introduces a fundamental and unbrigeable division between 

God and humanity. In contrast, according to Pseudo- 

Dionysius’ understanding, the ineffability of God lies in 

the argument that God is, by nature, no-thing. The no¬ 

thingness of God belongs to the realm of non-ontology, non- 

nameability, non-rationality, and non-intelligibility. God 

is: 

all in all 
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nothing in none, 

known to all in reference to all, 

known to one in reference to nothing. 

For Pseudo-Dionysius, the onto-logical language of being 

must be rejected because God is an "excess" of being; it is 

being undefiledly taking a stand upon the totality of 

beings, but beyond being as apart from all beings. In 

negation there is a complete "releasement" to the "darkness 

of unknowing, " and a complete dependence on "the dark night 

of the soul." This notion of a God beyond being is well 

expressed by Pseudo-Dionysius* paradoxical statement, "the 

being of all things is the beyond being." To speak about God 

by the speaking of Being/beings only separates us from God, 

because speaking merely provokes a convenient concept that 

simply reproduces the name of the subject who "thinks", 

"sees" and "wills" rather than offers an experience of a God 

who is utterly silent and nameless. In his Divine Names, 

Pseudo-Dionysius continues to contend; 

The indefiniteness beyond being 

Lies beyond beings. 

The unity beyond intellect 

Lies beyond intellect. 

The one beyond thought is 

unintelligible to all thinking. 

The good beyond logos; 

ineffable to all logos 

unity unifying every unity 

being beyond being 
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non-intelligible intellect 

ineffable logos 

non-rationality 

non-intelligibility 

non-nameabi1ity 

be-ing according to no being 

cause of being to all; but itself: non-be-ing, 

as it is beyond every being, and 

So that it would properly and knowingly 

manifest itself about itself.H 

For Pseudo-Dionysius, divinity proceeds paradoxically; 

it pervades all things, is made in all, and contains all, 

and yet divinity is "nothing in nothing through nothing." 

Once again, the rhetoric of negative theology reminds us of 

that of Daoism. Laozi indicates that the Dao is absent yet 

embraces everything, and does nothing yet leaves no-thing 

undone. Meanwhile, Pseudo-Dionysius' divine silence also 

denies God as simply the "Cause", or "Source", or "Origin" 

of beings in the referential way that these concepts are 

used in positive theology. According to Pseudo-Dionysius, 

all claims that one can represent the divine operate within 

the framework of "what is." In negative theology, one must 

deny all that is; one must go away from the question "what 

is." Thus, Pseudo-Dionysius has distinguished two modes of 

theological discourse: 

...the theological tradition is double, being on the 

one hand a tradition which is not expressed in words 
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and which is mystical and, on the other hand, a 

tradition which makes manifest and better known. One 

is symbolic and aims at initiation, the other is 

philosophical and demonstrative.12 

The term "theological tradition" here refers to what 

Pseudo-Dionysius believes to be onto-theology, or positive 

theology. Onto-theology seeks a knowledge of beings, and a 

knowledge of God on the conceptual and intellectual level. 

Pseudo-Dionysius, therefore distinguishes between a symbolic 

theology via negativa and a rational theology via 

affirmation of beings. 

Like Pseudo-Dionysius, Meister Eckhart appeals to the 

notion of divine silence. In his sermons, Eckhart speaks of 

what he calls a "God of nothingness," or "godhead" that is 

"beyond God." According to Eckhart's concept of nothingness, 

the total truth of God transcends both linguistic expression 

and the particularity which expression entails. His well- 

known statement "Let us pray to God that we may be free of 
4 

'God'" exemplifies a theological desire to replace a God of 

human conceptualization with a God that is God-as-he-is-in- 

himself. "I have not spoken, for it is ineffable." We must 

keep silent in order to receive "the silent darkness of 

God." The experience of God, as Eckhart understands it, is 

an ineffable mode of experience. For Eckhart, language, 

especially conceptual language cannot be applied to God 
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since God is beyond concepts and nothing can be said about 

it. Therefore, Eckhart, while commenting on Paul's sudden 

blindness on the road to Damascus - "He saw nothing"- argues 

that an existence that dwells in nothingness is one in which 

everything just begins, and that only silence maintains 

itself, because: 

All things have been drawn from nothingness; this is 

why their true origin is nothingness.13 

This nothingness is what Eckhart calls a "divine abyss" 

which embraces all. God's nothingness is, therefore, the 

very reason that God is beyond being; God is "supra-being." 

But if God is nothingness, what can we say about this 

nothingness? "Pray God that we may be free of God, " says 

Eckhart. It is only through an apophatic mode, a negation, 

can we say something that is utterly unsayable. Like 

Pseudo-Dionysius, Eckhart's argument against the conceptual 

appropriation of God is associated with his rejection of the 

onto-logical language of being. For Eckhart, the mystical 

union with God can be only attained when one completely 

detaches oneself from all names, images of God, and as such 

enters into a state of nothingness, the state of 

"releasement", or inner detachment (Gelassenheit). I will 

further explore this point in Chapter Two. 
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Contemporary versions of negative theology re-emphasize 

the rejection of God as Being, or as the causa sui, in order 

to see God-as-God. Jean-Luc Marion, a French philosopher and 

theologian influenced by both Pseudo-Dionysius and Meister 

Eckhart, has argued for a discourse about God that is trans- 

onto-logical in terms of Emmanuel Levinas' notion that "God 

is otherwise than being,"I4 Negative theology reverses and 

ultimately denies what is celebrated in positive theology, 

namely, God as a Being of beings. Marion's negative theology 

does not intend to say that positive theology is false, but 

rather attempts to expose and explore the limits of positive 

theology. The name of "God", according to Marion, should be 

put undgr erasure. 

Marion argues that theology refers to something greater 

than itself in terms of its linguistic expression, and hence 

he shares Pseudo-Dionysius' appeal to the "hidden mystical 

silence" of the divinity. According to Marion's 

interpretation, God is wholly other and as such is unnamable 

and unspeakable. Marion interprets silence as outside the 

"logoi (text)/" God is "hors-texte (outside text)," because 

God is beyond human thought and language. It is necessary to 

avoid speaking, especially the speaking of onto-theo-logy. 

It seems that Marion uses ”hors-texte” to respond to 

Derrida's claim that "JI n'y a pas de hors-texte("There 

is nothing outside the text."). For Marion, God is not 

revealed through words. This, perhaps, explains why Marion, 
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while trying to disqualify the ontological difference of 

Being/being, still speaks of "a logos of the Logos, a word 

of the Word, a said of the Said." With regard to the 

hermeneutic of biblical texts, Marion contends that this 

hermeneutic "does not aim at the text, but through the text, 

at the event, the reference. The text does not offer the 

original of faith... Only the Word can give an authorized 

interpretation of the words..."15 

Marion's Word/words distinction is also implied in 

Eckhart's argument of "the secret Word" that lies hidden in 

the soul. Marion's critique of the language of being, like 

that critique found in negative theology, arises from a 

claim of the "divine incomprehensibility" of the Word. 

Silence in negative theology, then, steers through a 

mistrust of language to a kind of silence that leads to a 

moment of complete speechlessness. Though Marion speaks 

about Derrida and the influence of deconstruction on his 

trans-onto-logical thinking,*6 there is a fundamental 

difference between Marion (as well as negative theology) and 

Derrida. On Marion's interpretation, language is empty of 

reality and thus must be transcended for reality to be 

realized. In contrast, Derrida posits that because reality 

is rooted nowhere but in language, ineffability arises 

directly from the nature of language itself. 

On Derrida's reading of negative theology, silence 

still remains within the realm of metaphysics because the 
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critique of the conceptual names of God arises from (1) an 

argument of the "divine incompressibility" and (2) from a 

series of well-worn dichotomies: beings/Being, words/Word, 

and logoi/Logos. Derrida would not agree with Marion’s 

apophatic twist of going beyond the text for logos. Derrida, 

on the contrary, works within the limits of human language 

itself, i.e., the words, the texts, in order to avoid 

metaphysics. If we can say that Marion's silence is a 

theology from above, Derrida's silence is, then, a 

philosophy from below. 

Words, Logic and Pseudo-Reality 

Martin Heidegger has described Friedrich Nietzsche as 

"the last metaphysician" and the "philosopher who announces 

the end of onto-theology" because Nietzsche has scattered, 

destroyed and volatilized the affirmations which have 

comprised the Western metaphysical tradition. Nietzsche is 

not interested in theology per se, yet his argument on the 

limits of language and the problematic of systematization 

has certain features characterized by a mode of apophatic 

discourse in our discussion. 

Influenced by Arthur Schopenhauer's nihilistic view of 

language,17 Nietzsche challenges the validity of asserting 

the truth in language because language is characterized by 

dissimulating concepts. Truth is, according to Nietzsche, a 

"pseudo-reality" for what is seen as truth is nothing but 
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human illusions: a world anthropomorphically made in order 

to deceive self as well as other. For Nietzsche, language is 

a lie; it is a "good" lie because it is made with "logic" 

that has obscured the real differences in the world: 

Logic too depends on presuppositions with which 

nothing in the real world corresponds, for example 

on the presupposition that there are identical things, 

that the same thing is identical at different points 

of time...It is the same with mathematics, which 

would certainly not come into existence if one had 

known from the beginning that there was in nature no 

exactly straight line, no real circle, no absolute 

magnitude. 

Nietzsche prefers fragments, aphorisms, and poetic 

expressions to logical reasoning. In his Zarathustra, 

Nietzsche deploys this linguistic freedom to call things by 

their true names. The natural sounds of the world make 

Zarathustra forget the artificial words of human beings, and 

as such allows him to be back to his true self, a total 

freedom, a song of the "bird-wisdom." Nietzsche claims that 

the world "has no meaning behind it, but countless 

meanings." This statement forshadows Derrida's argument that 

the word has no meaning behind it ("the signified"), but 

countless meanings ("signifiers"). In fact, Derrida has 

admitted that Nietzsche's notion of an "incessantly 
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deciphering" resembles the deconstructive notion of 

"différance." In Margins of Philosophy, Derrida points out: 

Thus, dif férance is the name we might give to the 

"active," moving discord of different forces, 

and of differences of forces, that Nietzsche sets 

up against the entire system of metaphysics... 

wherever this system governs culture, philosophy, 

and science. 

Nietzsche has radically rejected the conventional 

understanding of truth by arguing that truth is nothing more 

than a game by which the truth-searcher plays with words and 

concepts. Accordingly, the truth is "anthropomorphic" in 

the sense that we make the world into something that 

resembles ourselves. The negative, or even nihilistic mood 

of the passage, reminds us of Schopenhauerean attack on 

language in addition to some other radical statements made 

by Nietzsche, such as "Truth is a lie," and "There is no 

truth." Here, Nietzsche questions not only the expressions 

of truth (the truth expressions are merely rhetorical), but 

also truth itself. However, Nietzsche's attitude towards 

truth and the language of truth is far more complicated than 

a simple negation. In many of Nietzsche's works, we find his 

endless efforts to search for a language that will not be 

subsumed by the spells of conventional metaphysics. In both 

music and poetic language, Nietzsche finds a "remedy" to 

distorted perceptions. 
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The poetic turn is exhibited in a celebration of the 

Dionysian spirit which, according to Nietzsche, gives rise 

to the life-force in its musical/poetical ecstasy of the 

poet. Since language merely constructs a fictitious world of 

"Being, " one way to redeem language is to transform 

conceptual into poetic language, thereby creating an unique 

world of concepts and grammar. This is what Nietzsche calls 

the "wonderful power of creative fantasy." The aphoristic 

language evidenced in Zarathustra's speaking aims at a 

negation of the systematic philosophy in the Western 

tradition of metaphysics that has been historically 

"enhanced and transposed. " Therefore, Nietzsche does not 

attempt to avoid inconsistency, but rather deploys 

inconsistancy as fundamental to his philosophy. 

Saying and the Echo of Silence 

in Being and Time, Martin Heidegger contends that: 

the question of Being is nothing other than 

the radicalization of an essential tendency 

of being which belongs to Dasein itself - 

the pre-ontological understanding of Being. 

Heidegger belongs to the group of philosophers who have 

given philosophical discourse a "linguistic turn," and is 

thus also interested in the question of ineffability. An 

understanding of this ineffability is closely related to the 
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pre-ontological understanding of Being. Since Heidegger sees 

the pre-ontological understanding as "the Primordial Saying" 

of Being, or "the Primordial Silence," he argues, "To break 

up here means that the sounding word returns into 

soundlessness... This breaking up of the word is the true 

step back on the way of thinking. "20 Thinking, as Heidegger 

understands it, should be, like poetry, a Saying in which 

Being "speaks" to us in the silence of meditative 

thinking/listening. And thinking's saying would be stilled 

in its being only by becoming unable to say that which must 

remain unspoken."21 Heidegger, therefore, contends that the 

unspeakable is not simply the danger (die Gefahr) ; rather 

the unspeakable implies the limits of speaking, in addition 

to the rigid logic and objectification in metaphysical 

thinking. Thus, silence, as the result of unspeakability, is 

no longer the mere absence of speech, but an integral part 

of philosophizing. 

In On the Way to Language, Heidegger tells us: 

What is unspoken is not merely something that lacks 

voice, it is what remains unsaid, what is not yet 

shown, what has not yet reached its appearance. That 

which must remain wholly unspoken is held back in 

the unsaid, abides in concealment as unshowable, as 
mystery.22 

The concepts of Nothingness and Silence, provide 

Heidegger with a new possible way of reaching the 
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unspeakable. Metaphysical language, says Heidegger, 

indicates the loss of "dwelling poetically" in language, 

while calculative thinking destroys the personal and poetic 

character which enables us to approach the Primordial 

Saying. Heidegger further points out, "The soundless 

gathering call by which Saying moves the world-relation on 

its way, we call the "ringing of stillness."23 This un¬ 

saying links Heideggerian and Daoist thought, such that 

Heidegger is able to paraphrase the Daoist notion of saying 

as unsaying. "In saying nothing gets said, but this is not 

to say that Saying remains unspoken."24 

Heidegger's critique of the analytic philosophical 

tradition appears when he deliberately pulls away from the 

analytical way of understanding language toward an antique 

way of taking language, that is "the way of mystery rather 

than of system." In his On the Way to Language, Heidegger 

speaks of the Dao in terms of "Way" that for him denotes a 

new way of thinking: 

Perhaps the mystery of mysteries of thoughtful Saying 

conceals itself in the word "way," T(D)ao, if only 

we will let these names return to what they leave 

unspoken, if only we are capable of this, to allow 

them to do so.25 

However, Heidegger differs from the Daoist philosophers 

in the sense that Heidegger insists on language as the 
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"house of Being," whereas the Daoists understand language, 

with its dissimulating concepts, as a pseudo-reality of our 

own invention. For Heidegger the encounter of Being is 

mediated through language. In contrast, for Daoists the 

encounter of the Dao occurs beyond language. 

Like Nietzsche, Heidegger also rejects the rigid logic 

of words by searching for the primordial unity he believes 

to be preserved in poetic language where truth and silence 

are transformative. Indeed, for Heidegger silence, as an 

apophatic gesture, is creative thinking. The silence of 

thought is the "let-it-be" of thought. Here, the "ringing of 

stillness" predicates thought. Therefore, in Heidegger, 

silence emancipates language. 

Différance and Silence of Writing 

Taking a Nietzsche-Heideggerian inversion, Jacques 

Derrida seeks ineffability in his deconstructive discourse. 

Like Nietzsche, Derrida sees language/logic as a limited 

system that is not able to express that which is the most 

deep and creative, nameless, thoughtless, invisible, and 

absent. For Derrida, the both irresolvable paradoxes of 

language and our understanding of language require the play 

of irreducible differences. Derrida also acknowledges his 

indebtedness to Martin Heidegger's thought on the Silence 

and Primordial Being, but nonetheless criticizes Heidegger's 

romantic search for the "primordial Saying." According to 
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Derrida, the search for primordial Saying still depends upon 

a metaphysical key to unlock the secret meaning of Being. 

Thus, Derrida claims that deconstructive silence seeks an 

ineffable silence which is by no means "an ineffable Being", 

because : 

there will be no unique name, even if there were 

the name of Being. And we must think this without 

nostalgia, that is, outside of the myth of a purely 

maternal or paternal language, a lost native country 

of thought. On the contrary, we must affirm this, 

in the sense in which Nietzsche puts affirmation 

into play, in a certain laughter and a certain step 

of the dance.2® 

In Writing and Difference, Derrida attacks what he 

believes to be a traditional priority of speech over 

writing,27 contending, "We must find a speech that maintains 

silence." The concept of "writing" provides Derrida with the 

kind of silence he needs. Derridean silence, then, has its 

unique character. A brief comparison: Where for Heidegger 

silence is the "primordial saying of being" and for 

Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty silence is the line between 

words, for Derrida, silence is the text, the writing, the 

language. Derrida claims, "Language has started without us, 

in us and before us. This is what theology calls God, and 

this is necessary, it will have been necessary to speak... 

Having come from the past, language before language, a past 
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that was never present and yet remains unforgettable..."28 

Silence is thus trans-ontological, but not trans-lingual. 

Derrida fabricated the term "arche-writing" to indicate 

the functioning of difference within speech. This arche- 

writing, says Derrida, cannot be defined, nor can it be 

reduced to the form of a presence. Derrida also employs 

différance to explicate deconstructive silence. Différance, 

according to Derrida, denotes the dual functioning of 

"differing" and "defering." Here, differing means that each 

sign differs from every other, while "defering" describes 

how the endless chain of signs postpones indefinitely the 

meaning of the original signified. Derrida deploys 

différance to deconstruct the Platonic hierarchy of 

identity. Différance discloses the impossibility of self¬ 

presentation of meaning, either as the transcendental 

signified (a fixed referent), or the transcendental 

signifier (intention). 

As Derrida points out, the play of différance is a play 

of silence, because the "a" in différance cannot be heard in 

spoken French. Différance indicates that the play of 

writing, this indefinite déférai of meaning, is silent. The 

silence of writing should be understood not only as a 

disruptive move, but also as an instantiation of the open 

mind to the unspeakable. Thus, Derrida tells us, silence 

plays the irreducible role which bears and haunts language. 

Silence is, as such, both limit and profound resource. 
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In his speech, "How to avoid speaking: Denials," 

Derrida attempts to explicate the irresolvable paradox of 

speaking and not-speaking. Différance, says Derrida, is not 

a full and structured system which points to a hyper¬ 

essential being. Différance "speaks" only in terms of 

nothingness; that is, the absence of a referent. Yet on the 

other hand, Derrida contends that différance, speaks: 

if not toward the thing of which one speaks...at least 

toward the other (other than Being) who calls or to 

whom the speech is addressed - even if it speaks to him 

only in order to speak, or say nothing.29 

Derrida highlights a difference between silent 

différance and the silent God of negative theology. 

According to Derrida, the silent God is "unspeakable," 

"secret," "mystical," a "luminous darkness of silence," and 

a "place,"20 whereas différance is a discourse that is 

"open," "non-hierarchical, " and "taking-place."21 By "place" 

and "taking place," Derrida distinguishes two modes of 

speaking: one that speaks of the union with the divinity; 

and one that speaks of the irreducible Other. Therefore, 

Derrida argues, even though both deconstruction and negative 

theology agree that any attachment to language as 

representative must be overcome in order to leave space for 

silence, and both deploy the "negative determinations" in 

moving toward the unsayable, there is a fundamental 
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disagreement as to the degree and manner in which language 

participates in the process of thinking and knowing. 

Derrida argues that deconstruction is neither a 

theology of via negativa, nor is the silent play of 

différance a "secret." "The secret is that there is no 

secret," says Derrida, since secret that dissimulates itself 

cannot be determined and is nothing. Nevertheless, 

deconstruction finds its expressions in metaphors, 

hyperboles, ellipsis, oxymorons, irony, prosopopoeia, and 

apophasis, a plethora of tropes favored by negative 

discourses vis-à-vis the assertive and lucid utterances of 

the philosophic discourse of reason. It is impossible for 

us, therefore, to completely separate the Derridean 

discursive language from the apophatic one. 

Derrida’s play of silence in différance is a producing 

force which is similar to Zhuangzi's concept of ”bian, " 

i.e., constant change. In contrast to a self-identity 

system, Zhuangzi speaks of "difference" in the sense that 

"whatever is, is not." Zhuangzi insists that, "Right is not 

right; so is not so. If right were really right, it would 

differ so clearly from not right that there would be no need 

for argument" (Zhuangzi, 32). Both Zhuangzi and Derrida view 

the nature of reality to be lived as characterized by 

difference (the constant change in Zhuangzi). But where 

Zhuangzi sees this change existing outside of language, 

Derrida sees this difference as the constituting feature of 
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language. Both Laozi and Zhuangzi assert that understanding 

reality is the most important matter. Derrida, however, 

posits that we must decipher and play with a "written" 

text. 

Apophasis and Negativity 

Apophatic discourse is a discourse of negativity. By 

"negativity," I mean those elements in apophasis which 

emphasize the inadequacy of speaking, the "darkness of 

unknowing", the hiddenness of divinity, and the mystery of 

the unsayable. Yet negativity is not simply a negation or a 

form of nihilism. If apophasis entails the notion of an 

ultimate ineffability, an apophatic discourse, however, does 

not simply suggest a total negation of speaking. This is why 

I contend that an apophatic gesture requires a double 

discourse: negation, and negation of the negation. 

Apophatic discourse is generated by this double movement 

without closure. In an apophatic process there is always a 

transformation from silence to speaking, and speaking to 

silence. The paradoxical movement of apophasis generates 

spoken meaning about the unsayable. Wolfgang Iser tells us: 

Blank and negations increase the density of fictional 

texts, for the omissions and cancellations indicate 

that practically all the formulations of the text 

refer to an unformulated background, and so the 

formulated text has a kind of unformulated double. 

This "double" ... we call negativity... Negativity 
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in the true sense of the term...cannot be deducted 

from the given world which it questions, and cannot 

be conceived as serving a substantialist idea, the 

coming of which it heralds.33 

I maintain that deconstruction is a kind of apophatic 

discourse because deconstruction is ultimately concerned 

with groping through inherited concepts toward the 

ineffable, even as its "reverses have to be drawn from the 

very same logic it is deconstructing." In Derridafs own 

words, one has to "use the tools or stones against the house 

that are available in the house, that is, in the language." 

That is to say, one has to use the language of metaphysics 

in order to see its limits and subvert its structure. 

Apophasis then, is a negation within a negation. It is 

not merely a way of denial, a state of silence, or a mode of 

nothingness; rather apophasis is a process of endless 

negations which allow us to speak without being limited to 

what we have said. We speak in order to experience the 

limits of speakability, just as we keep silent in order to 

understand the limits of unspeakability. Silence is not 

merely a blank, omission, or cancellation. Instead, silence 

is a movement through which one gives theological or 

philosophical speech its limits. Silence is, then, a way of 

showing a surplus of meaning rather than of expressing a 

lack of meaning. 
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Wallace Stevens once classified ineffability into two 

categories: positive and negative. Positive ineffability 

speaks of nothing that is, whereas negative ineffability 

refers to the nothing that is not.34 Stevens then argues 

that positive ineffability is a more strongly religious 

notion than negative ineffability because positive 

ineffability is based on the existance of some-thing out 

there. Negative ineffability, on the other hand, is more 

strongly sceptical because negative ineffability is based on 

the "existance" of no-thing out there. 

I am borrowing Stevens’ terms in order to highlight the 

apophatic movement in negative discourse of our discussion. 

Negative ineffability here also refers to a mode of negative 

discourse that completely escapes language to a pre- 

linguistic reality (such as the "Mind Only School," and the 

"Linguaphobia School" in Buddhism),33 whereas positive 

ineffability refers to the one that stays with language and 

plays with it. That is to say, positive ineffability turns 

passive, helpless silence into active, suggestive silence. 

The apophatic discourse we are discussing here is a kind of 

positive ineffability. Apophatic discourse can be classified 

as "positive ineffability" insofar as language can be a 

"redeemed rhetoric" through the use of language. Poetic 

language is, for instance, privileged by many philosophers 

because of its suggestive capacity. 
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Michael Sells, in his substantive study of the language 

of unsaying, has pointed out that apophatic discourse first 

affirms hierarchies, and then collapses them within the 

directional context. Consequently, "the highest station 

becomes the station of no-station; the most noble becomes 

the most common."3® Apophatic unknowing and unsaying in both 

theological and philosophical discourse challenge the 

rules, grammars, and rationality which have been presupposed 

in kataphatic contexts such as positive theology. Apophatic 

discourse, then, allows the existence of dilemma, 

bewilderment, paradoxes, contractions, and mysticism in the 

saying of the unsayble, without limiting ourselves to 

"unsaying," or "speaking-away." Apophasis is always an 

expression in words yet in a negative gesture, as Rainer 

Maria Rilke, a romantic German poet, tells us; 

Be silent. Who keeps silence inside 

touches the roots of speech. 

Then each growing syllable 

becomes for him a victory.37 

In silence, there is a transcendence of speech, 

because: 

all things hushed. Yet even in that silence 

a new beginning, beckoning, changes appeared.3® 

Apophasis and Paradox 
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Apophasis is by its nature paradoxical because it 

prefers silence yet ends voicing the unsayable, wording 

silence. A.R. Amonns, an American poet, writes of the 

problematic of silence: 

I am 

aware 

of them, as you must be, or you will miss 

the non-song 

in my singing: it is not that words cannot 

say 

what is missing: it is only that what is missing 

cannot 

be missed if 

spoken: read the parables of my unmaking: 

feel the ris¬ 

ing bubble's trembling walls: rush into the domes 

these wordy arches shape: hear 

me 

when I am 

silence: gather the boundaries vacancies.39 

Apophatic discourse is also a kind of paradoxical 

discourse. A speaker cannot, in Zhuangzi's words, affirm 

"this" and negate "that" because "this" and "that" co-exist 

in mutual transformation. Let us look at one of the 

paradoxes given by Pseudo-Dionysius: 
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1) Divinity proceeds into all things. 

2) Divinity contains all. 

3) Divinity is partlessness. 

4) Divinity transcends all. 

This is not simply a Neoplatonic dichotomy of the 

divine and the human, the one and many. When divinity 

proceeds into all and contains all there occurs a transition 

from one to many; and when divinity becomes partless unity 

and transcends all, there occurs a transition from many to 

one. This is a paradox of transcendence and immanence, an 

apophatic transformation from the eternal to the temporary 

and vice versa. 

In a similar manner, the Daoist philosophies of Laozi 

and Zhuangzi tend to reveal paradoxes or contradictions in 

language rather than to conceal them. Thus Laozi tells us, 

"Words are paradoxical (, Laozi, 78.)" The Daoist 

deploys paradox in order to expose the inconsistencies 

arising from conceptual language. Let us look at the 

following paradoxes in Daoist discourse: 

Great music has no sound. 

True words are not beautiful; 

Beautiful words are not true. 

Gaze at the Dao, there is no-thing to see... 
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Grasp the Dao, there is no-thing to hold on. 

Approaching the Dao, one cannot see its face; 

Go after the Dao, one cannot see its back. 

Words are non-words, 

non-words are words. 

...then one who knows does not speak and one who speaks 

does not know. Yet how could the world know this? 

The preceeding paradoxes as philosophical argument 

appear nonsensical to modern Western philosophers who 

emphasize such virtues as conceptual clarity, logical 

consistency and semantic meaningfulness. The Daoist, 

however, attempts to break down the conventional connection 

between the semantic meanings of words and their referential 

framework. Indeed, the Daoist strives to lose 

representational referents in any ultimate sense. In order 

to show the limits of the sayable, Zhuangzi uses intentional 

nonsense (i.e., paradoxes and contradictions) to cut through 

categories of conceptions and logical deductions. 

The Daoist not only speaks in the language of paradox 

but also speaks of the paradox of language. In his poem, 

"Seeking the Daoist Priest Chang Shan's retreat at South 

Stream," Liu Changqing (HiJ-HcjlEP 709-780), tells us of his 

experience of speaking the ineffable: 
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All along the way, where I've passed, 

The moss reveals sandal's traces. 

White clouds cling to quiet isles; 

Fragrant grass shuts the unused gate. 

After rain, I view the pine's colar; 

Following the mountain, I reach the 

water's source. 

Riverside flowers and Chan's meaning - 

Face to face, also forgetting words.40 

Tao Qian 372-430), a Daoist poet, in his poem entitled 

"drinking Wine" expresses a similar experience: 

In this if there is a true meaning, 

I wish to wax eloquent, but have forgotten words.41 

Therefore, the language of paradox expresses the 

paradox of language. Apophasis as such is a paradoxical 

operation in which silence functions as both speaking and 

not-speaking. This may be what Maurice Merleau-Ponty bears 

in mind when he raises the question: "But what if language 

expresses as much by what is between words as by the words 

themselves? By what it does not say as by what it 'says'?"42 

This fundamental paradox of language explains why negative 

theology not only speaks about God, but also attempts to 

speak in a manner that is "more adequately, ”43 and why 

Derrida speaks at the very moment when he tries to avoid 

speaking. 
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Apophatic and Logic 

As our preceding discussion shows, apophasis is used in 

a paradoxical manner. When asked what the Dao is, Zhuangzi 

answers: "The Dao belongs neither to knowing nor not- 

knowing. Knowing is false understanding; not knowing is 

blind ignorance." If Zhuangzi is making a self-contradictory 

argument, he is perfectly aware of his own contradiction. 

Conceptual language, according to Zhuangzi, is nothing but 

"dead words" because concepts interrupt the natural flow of 

things, inserting an objectified reality of "this" and 

"that," "right" and "wrong." "Live words," on the contrary, 

are, to use a Chinese idiom, "similar to the antelope who 

hangs itself by its horns to the branches of trees, and as 

such leaves no traces or track." That is, living words 

cannot be fixed. Zhuangzi, then, employs language as a self¬ 

erasing practice. 

In contrast to a philosophical discourse dominated by 

the rule-concept and the quest for truth, Daoist discourse 

is concerned with the "tactical character" of the Dao. The 

tactical character of the Dao aims at transcending the 

logical through paradox. Here, I follow Michel De Certeau's 

understanding of tactic: "the practical ruses and rhetorical 

movements."44 The Dao does not anwer the question of "what 

is," but speaks, in De Ceateau's words, "from the present 

instant, form particular circumstances, and from a faire (a 

particular way of doing things, of producing language and 
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modifying the dynamics of a relation.45 The tactical 

character of the Dao makes it different from formal logical 

abstractions; 

-Daoist discourse prefers poetic suggestion and symbolic 

indirection to conceptual clarification and rationalization; 

Daoist discourse accepts the poetic power of silence vis-à 

-vis the logos-power of speech. 

-Daoist discourse strives to be inclusive, to carry multiple 

meanings on several levels and to reconcile or transcend 

seeming inconsistencies. Language as such is seen as the 

medium of expression and communication rather than the 

logical representation of reality. 

-Daoist discourse emphasizes "dis-closure" rather than 

"closure" in the sense Daoist experience is concerned with 

the process of life as practice, repetition, alteration and 

extention. The Dao, like Heidegger's Dasein, should always 

be understood in terms of its existence and possibilities. 

-Daoist is an "off/movement" in the sense that the Dao 

speaks in the manner of negation, that is, as an apophatic 

gesture. 
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-Daoist discourse emphasizes intuition and spontaneity 

rather than analytical deduction or induction. 

The distinction between a discourse with a formal logic 

and other discourses (poetic and mystic) in the West is 

manifest as distinction between "philosophy" and "thought." 

Arthur Wright, for instance, argues that there is no 

"philosophy" in Chinese tradition, only "thought." Given 

that Wright defines philosophy as "the abstractions at the 

highest level," "a precise and formal account" of 

"doctrines," and defines thought as something that is 

"somewhere between the most abstract formations that a 

people makes of their ideals and the rather routine 

acceptance of custom which is characteristic of mass life," 

his dismissal of Daoist philosophy is understandable. For 

Wright and many other Western philosophers, philosophy is 

analytical and nothing else.46 

Apophatic paradox then forces us to reconsider our 

understanding of what philosophy might be. Paradoxical 

language demonstrates the limits of representational and 

analytical discourse. Moreover, paradoxical language exposes 

the limits of rational thinking and language by constantly 

pointing out that there is always something that cannot be 

conceptualized. 

John Keats defines "negative capability" as the ability 

to "experience mystery, uncertainty, or doubt without that 
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irritable reaching after fact and reason."47 Negative 

capability carries meanings on different levels and as such 

transcends seeming inconsistencies/ impenetrable statements, 

or even absurd contradictions. Keats reminds us of the power 

of paradox to generate knowledge, a power which we may 

consider inherently philosophical. 

Heidegger attempts to dismantle the distinction between 

philosophy and thought which has characterized Western view 

of knowledge. Heidegger distinguishes between a thinking 

which is conceptual or representative and ruled over by 

logical considerations, and a more essential "meditative 

thinking" which swallows up Saying itself. Therefore, 

Heidegger claims, "Thinking is not a means to gain 

knowledge. Thinking cuts furrows into the soil of Being." 

Like Zhuangzi's tactical Dao, Heidegger's Saying probes into 

a primordial mode of consciousness. According to Heidegger, 

this mode of consciousness is being-in-the-world, and as 

such exceeds (onto)-logical abstractions. Unsurprisingly, 

Heidegger therefore sees his discourse on Saying as a trans- 

conceptual discourse, or in Heidegger's own words, his 

discourse is, "a transformation of metaphysics."48 

With a Heideggerian critique of the limitations of 

logical positivism, Derrida also displaces the conception of 

"logical truth" in his notion of différance. According to 

Derrida, différance refers to an abyss that no logic, or 
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concept can identify. The logical concept, as Derrida 

understands it, always leaves behind a difference that 

resists any conceptualization. Hence, one of the tactics of 

deconstruction is to disrupt the conventional distinction 

between the logical and the non-logical. Derrida maintains 

that the "undecidable", or the "unsayable" should not be 

reduced to the "either/or" logic of Western metaphysics. 

Like Daoist philosophers, Derrida argues for the necessity 

of fluid language, living words, in philosophical discourse. 

That is, Derrida calls for a new kind of philosophical 

language. I suggest that apophasis in both Daoism and 

negative theology provides different strategies for 

fabricating philosophical knowledge. 

Apophasis then, in a manner of negativity, subverts 

logical abstraction by attempting to exceed the limitations 

of represenstation without negating the necessity of 

communication. Although apophatic discourse acknowledges 

our dependence on concepts in the construction of meaning, 

apophatic discourse reminds us that there is always an 

excess which lies beyond the horizon of experience and the 

structure of speaking. 
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...understand perception as differentiation, 
forgetting as undifferentiation...disarticulation 
which makes there no longer be a separation, 
a relief. This is the night of forgetting. 

Merleau-Ponty 

This chapter examines Daoist philosophy and negative 

theology in light of the notion of "forgetfulness," another 

important feature of apophasis in philosophical or 

theological discourse. The goal of this study is twofold. 

First, I discuss the philosophical/theological implications 

and interpretative importance of the notion of 

"forgetfulness" within the intellectual traditions of Daoism 

and negative theology. Second, I use the term "releasement" 

(Gelassenheit) in Heidegger to assay a tentative comparison 

of negative discourse in Chinese and Western sources. 

Forgetfulness as a Gesture of Negation 

In Plato's Socrates we read that gaining knowledge is a 

process of "recollection". The similar argument is also made 

by Confucian philosophers when they insist that learning is 

remembering, even though what is remembered for a 

Confucianist is different from that for Plato. Forgetting, 

then, sounds anti-intellectual according to the mainstream 

of philosophical thinking of both the Western and the 

Chinese traditions. But it will be interesting to ask: Why 
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is it forgetting rather than remembering for Daoists and 

negative theologians? What should (not) be forgotten in the 

"forgetting" discourse? 

The Chinese word "forgetting" (wang is a 

combination of (wang) and (the mind) . It means to wang 

itT the mind. T^T means to die, to eliminate, or to lose. 

”Wang” forgetting), then, denotes losing, or eliminating the 

mind. Forgetting is a key word in Daoist philosophy, 

especially exemplified by the Zhuangzi where we find the 

terms Hang wang (double forgetting) zi wang 

(self-forgetting), wu wang (it-forgetting) xiang wang 

(mutual forgetting), wang shu TSfjÊT (the arts of 

forgetting), etc. However, to lose mind does not simply mean 

to lose memory, nor lose sanity; Rather it implies the 

meanings of "calmness," "resignation," "composure", 

"serenity", "fasting of/ non-attachment to the mind" or 

"empty mind" (xu xi l^4\>). Fung Yu-lan explains this state 

of empty mind as a situation when a person is free from all 

thought, and that "his demeanor is still and silent... He is 

cold as autumn, and warm as spring, for his joy and anger 

occur as naturally as the four seasons. 

The state of "forgetting" is also well expressed in the 

following poem by Wang An-shi 1068-1076) in the Sung 

Dynasty: 

The clouds emerges from the Mountain Zhong 

And then return to the Mountain Zhong. 
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I would like to ask the dweller in this montain, 

"Where are the clouds now?" 

Clouds emerge from an empty mind 

And then return to an empty mind. 

An empty mind is nowhere to be found. 

We need not seek the home of the empty mind.2 

In Daoism, we oftem encounter such terms as "empty 

heart/mind" (xu xin JjfjMl') > "spirit" (shen , or "spirit¬ 

like wisdom" (shen ming . All these terms are employed 

to argue against speculative thinking. Laozi also calls 

"vacuous heart" as "upright heart/mind", and "transparent 

heart/mind", and "fixed heart/mind." In a state of pure 

existence, that is, a complete unity with the Dao, all 

distinctions, even moral distinctions are transcended. This 

"empty heart" is similar to what Heidegger calls "the 

untrembling heart of unconcealment," that is opening to what 

is open.3 

"Forgetfulness" is also a critical concept in the 

theological discourse of via negativa in which we can see a 

series of negative expressions such as no-knowledge, no¬ 

name, no-self, and even no-God. In Meister Eckhart the 

religious idea of "forgetting" is expressed by the term 

Gelassenheit that, according to Eckhart, means a voluntary 

emptying of one's preoccupation with the thinking of God. 

Here is an account given by R. B. Blakney about Eckhart's 

encounter with one of his disciples who claims to be 
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"neither a girl, nor a woman, nor a husband, nor a wife, nor 

a widow, nor a virgin, nor a master, nor a maid, nor a 

servant"; instead of all the above, she says: 

If I were a girl, I should be still in my first 

innocence; if I were a woman, I should always be 

giving birth in my soul to the eternal word; if I 

were a husband, I should put up a stiff resistance 

to all evil; if I were a wife, I should keep faith 

with my dear one, whom I married; if I were a widow, 

I should be always longing for the one I loved; if I 

were a virgin, I should be reverently devout; if I 

were a servant-maid, in humility I should count myself 

lower than God or any creature; and if I were a man¬ 

servant, I should be hard at work, always serving my 

Lord with my whole heart. But since of all these I am 

neither one, I am just something among something...4 

Eckhart then said to his disciples that the girl was the 

purest person he had ever known. For Eckhart, a person with 

no name and no self is the one with an empty mind, or 

detached mind. 

John of the Cross also speaks of "forgetting" as the 

basic condition for unio mystica, or ecstatic intensity. 

Thus he writes: 

I lay abandoned, lost to my self, 

And I lay my face on my love. 

All ceased. I left my being, 

Leaving my cares 

Forgotten among lilies.I * * * 5 
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For John of the Cross, the possession of the soul 

dissolved in divinity means that one's self gets to rest. 

This is mystical negation characterized by a radical 

abolition of the subjective; it is also what Eckhart means 

by "emptiness of mind", or "detachment of mind". 

Gelassenheit in Heidegger, on the other hand, is 

usually translated as "non-attachment," "detachment," or 

"releasement." The word itself also implies the meanings of 

"calmness," "resignation," "composure," and "serenity." 

Heidegger’s Gelassenheit is connected to his argument that 

thinking does not force what-is into a system of concepts. I 

will deploy this point later. 

Forgetfulness and the Experience of the Dao 

In Zhuangzi, we read the following dialogue between 

Confucius and his student Yen Hui; 

Yen Hui Said, "I'm improving!" 

"What do you mean by that?" 

"I can sit down and forget everything?" 

Confucius looked very startled and said, "What do you 

mean, sit down and forget everything?" 

Yen Hui said, "I smash up my limbs and body, drive out 

perception and intellect, cast off form, do away 

with knowledge, and make myself identical with the 

great way, This is what I mean by sitting-in¬ 

forgetfulness . " 
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Confucius said, "... So you really are a worthy man 

after all. With your permission, I'd like to become 

your follower" (Zhuangzi, 6). 

The dialogue above is often cited as a Daoist parody of 

the Confucian teachings. Whereas many other modes of 

thinking come to things as objects with a handful of ready¬ 

made measuring and matching criteria, Zhuangzi insists that 

the mind should be blank, or even forgotten in order to 

receive things as they are. This mode of negation of 

thinking via forgetting is also expressed by Laozifs well- 

known sayings: "To search for the Dao, one is to lose day by 

day." and "Understand the Dao as if you did not understand 

it. Enter into the Dao as if you were leaving it" (Laozi, 

41). Laozi has inverted "knowledge" and "stupidity" when he 

claims : 

My mind is that of a fool (yu M) “ how blank! 

Vulgar people are clear. I alone am drowsy. 

Vulgar people are alert. I alone am muddled. 

Calm like the sea; Like a high wind that never ceases. 

The multitude all have a purpose. 

I alone am foolish and uncouth (Laozi, 20) . 

Here, all the intellectual reasoning that is often 

ascribed to philosophical thinking is completely rejected by 

Daoist thinkers with this "forgetfulness." In contrast to 
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Laozi who seldom speaks of the mind directly, Zhuangzi uses 

the language of the mind while controverting it: 

Do not listen with ears, but with the mind. Do not 

listen with the mind, but with the flowing energy (gi 

^Q...the flowing energy is an emptiness ready to 

receive all things. Dao abides in emptiness which is 

the fasting (zhai fjf) of the mind (Zhunagzi, 3) . 

Here, we see a negation of both hearing (ears) and thinking 

(mind), and what is left for Zhuangzi is a flowing energy 

(gi) that is neither the sensational nor the conceptual. 

Then what is the inner force? It is nothing; it is 

emptiness; it is what Laozi calls a "deep valley;" it is the 

fasting of the mind." To "fast the mind," from the 

perspective of Daoism, means to discharge, to empty the 

mind, to abstain from conjectures, to get rid of the kind of 

thinking that is conceptual, abstract, speculative, and 

calculative. It is also what Zhuangzi means by "forgetting 

the mind," "no-mind", and the non-attachment of the mind. 

For Zhuangzi, forgetting of the mind is a precondition to 

experience the immediate, spontaneous interaction with the 

Dao in which the distinctions between the subjective and the 

objective, the knower and the known no longer exist. 

In the Daoist discourse of forgetting, we see a 

plethora of negations: wu wei wu xin(^fr), wu wo 

($®f^), wu zAi ($&&!) * w* Yu ($9$|“) . The denial that the Dao 
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can be conceptualized then leads to Zhunagzi's calling for 

Ji xing gu zhi • "doing away with both the form 

and perception", since the attainment of the Dao experience 

is an emptying process. Attainment is a process of 

forgetting. 

Forgetting the mind is also self-forgetting which, 

according to Zhuangzi, leads to self-knowing. Yet, how do we 

interpret the paradox of self-forgetting and self-knowing of 

the Dao attainment and the Dao in which one tries to forget? 

In the very notion of self-forgetting Zhuangzi builds in the 

notion of a "self" who would forget the self. This 

forgetting "self" is no longer a "self", for the 

distinctions between self and other, oneself and itself no 

longer exist, having been trapped by the concepts the Dao 

and the self. This transcendence of the subject/object leads 

to a self-transformation. This is why in Zhuangzi we have 

the paradoxes of the "a self without self" (wu wo wo 

, and the "acting no-action" (wei wu wei %&$&%&). The 

self without self is what Zhuangzi calls a "true self;" and 

a true self is the original nature of human being. A person 

without self is what Zhuangzi calls a "true person;" and a 

true person is the one who is completely detached and 

peaceful. "When one is extremely tranquil, says Zhuangzi, 

then the heavenly light is given forth. He who emits this 

heavenly light sees his true self. He who cultivates his 

true self achieves the Dao." A statement of forgetfulness 
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is, therefore, a state when all obstructions by the 

self/other distinction are removed so the "heavenly light," 

the illumination occurs in a sudden enlightenment: 

When the shoe fits 

the foot is forgotten; 

When the belt fits 

the belt is forgotten; 

When the mind fits 

"Right" and "wrong" is forgotten 

(Zhuangzi, 19). 

The forgetting of self, the no-knowing of the self, and the 

losing of the self are the attainment of the Dao that can 

only be known and understood negatively. In Laozi's 

negation, the Dao cannot been seen, heard and sought 

mttJL, W±.^H, ■ Thus Laozi tells: 

Devote yourself to the ultimate void, 

Contemplate in quiescence. 

All things are together in action, 

But I look into their nonaction. 

(Laozi, 16). 

Zhuangzi's "wei wu wei" is often interpreted as acting 

no-action. The term of "no-action" can easily be misleading 

if it implies mere passivity (a passive subject that does 

nothing) . In his commentary on the Zhuangzi, Guo Xiang 

265-312), the most influential commentator on the Zhuangzi, 

criticizes this interpretation, arguing that non-action does 
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not mean "lying down is better than walking."® Non-acting 

does not serve merely as the counterpart of acting, but as 

David Loy has contended, non-acting should be understood as 

"non-dual acting" and thus non-acting is a "paradoxical 

synthesis of action in non-action".^ 

The apophatic way of no-acting that leads one to the 

Dao is through the principle of "simplicity," a crucial idea 

in the Daoist philosophy. Laozi insists: 

To reveal simplicity and to hold the Uncarved block, 

To restrain selfishness and curtail desire, 

To give up learning and to stop worries (Laozi, 19). 

With no-knowing, the virtue of the true man (juzi 

stays untouched. With no-desiring, the virtue remains 

simple. Simplicity means to act according to nature (ziren 

1=1 $&) ♦ Simplicity is the true nature of man. "His mind is 

free from all thoughts. His demeanor is still and silent, 

his forehead beams with simplicity."® In Zhuangzi, we read 

the following parable: 

Nan Guo Zi Qi sat leaning on a table. He looked to 

Heaven and breathed gently, seeming to be in a 

trance, and conscious of his body. Yen Zheng Zi Yu, 

who was in attendance on him, said: "What is this? 

Can the body become thus like a dry wood, and the mind 

like dead ashes? The man leaning on the table is not 

he who was there before." "Yes," said Zi Qi, 

"your question is very good. Just now, I lost myself, 

do you understand? You may have heard the music of 
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man/ but not the music of earth; you may have heard 

the music of earth, but not the music of nature 

(Zhuangzi, 43). 

In his commentary on the Laozi, Wang Bi 226-249) 

points out: "The natural is sufficient. If one strives, he 

fails." Fling Yun-lang interprets ziran as "never over¬ 

doing," or "never doing artificially.Both Wang and Fung 

suggest that ziran denotes an effortless participation in 

nature rather than impose oneself upon it. It is a kind of 

releasement, a releasement towards things in the sense that 

one act in the manner of nature. "Acting in the manner of 

man, it is easy to be artificial, says Zhuangzi, "Acting in 

the manner of nature, it is difficult to be artificial" 

(Zhuangzi, 150). Raymond M. Smullyan defines that Dao as 

"the reason things are as they are, and "quiescence" as 

"things-for-themselves". Therefore, through a negation of 

the usual course of action (calculative thinking), the 

distinctions between self and things, the reality of the 

inner and the reality of the outer no longer exists. In 

doing so one can see one's original nature, and when this 

occurs one interfuses with ten thousand things and becomes 

one of them. So in Laozi, we have: 

To embrace all is to be selfless, 

To be selfless is too be all-pervading, 

To be all-pervading is to be transcendent 

(Laozi, 16). 
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The Daoist forgetting, as releasement, also denotes a 

tranquil heart/mind. The Daoist believes, one's mind should 

be as still and tranquil as water (xijing xushui • 

This notion of tranquility has been described by many 

Chinese poets. For instance, Li Bai (^JÊ| 701-762), a poet 

of Tang Dynasty, has expressed his experience of tranquility 

and simplicity in the following verse: 

You ask me why I stay in these blue mountains, 

I smile but do not answer. 

0, my heart is at ease! 

Peach blossoms and flowing stream passes 

without a trace. 

How different from the mundane world!*0 

Su Dong-po 1036-1101), a well-known poet of the 

Sung Dynasty influenced by Daoism and Chan Buddhism, also 

speaks about emptiness and tranqulity: 

If you want poetry to be miraculous, 

Nothing you need but an empty and tranquil mind. 

In the stillness of tranquility, 

one perceives everything in movement; 

In the state of emptiness, 

one embraces everything in the world.H 

The notion of the tranquil mind can also be seen in 

Zhuangzi's metaphorical use of the "mirror (jing ^)". We 

read in Zhuangzi: 



The sage uses the heart/mind like a mirror; he does 

not escort things as they go or welcome them as they 

come, he responds and does not store (Zhuangzi, 7). 
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For the Daoist, one sees naturally like a mirror, 

responds naturally, like a mirror. The process of emptying 

one's mind is a transformation from abstraction to 

emptiness, from emptiness to the possibility of receiving 

the Dao. When one is the Dao, one is no longer imaged in the 

Dao, one becomes the Dao itself in its emptiness, as 

Zhuangzi says: 

Within yourself, no fixed positions: 

Things as they take shape disclose themselves. 

Moving, be like water, 

Still, be like a mirror, 

Respond like an echo (Zhuangzi, 7). 

According to Zhuangzi, the stillness of the heart is 

the inner freedom of spirit, it is also wu wei, by which one 

has the cessation of all actions and the suspension of 

thought, in order to allow freedom of inner activity of the 

spirit. This dialectical relation between stillness and 

activity, or in T. S. Eliot's words, one "moves perpetually 

in its stillness." When Guo Xiang comments on Zhuangzi's 

tranquility, he suggests that "When the perfect man is 

active, he is like heaven; when tranquil, he is like earth. 
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When he is doing something, he is like a flowing water. When 

he is doing nothing, he is like a silent abyss. "12 

Heidegger's "ringing of stillness" for the mind of 

releasement is similar to the Daoist thought of stillness 

and emptiness. 

Forgetfulness also implies a strong aesthetic meaning. 

The state of "forgetfulness" in the Daoist philosophy is 

later described as "shen" in both theories of poetry 

and paintings. This state of forgetfulness is seen as 

innate, the primordial nature of man. It is a state in which 

one does not have anything definite in mind, or a condition 

of the mind without a distinction between subject and object 

after mind has entered into a thing. This Daoist idea of 

shen has a strong impact on theories of literary creation, 

especially poetry. Several Chinese critics have highlighted 

the concept of shen: 

Liu Xie 465-520), a literary critic once argues that 

the poetic activity "travels far in the shen. Completely 

stilled, contemplation centered, it reaches out to a 

thousand years...the most important thing is emptiness when 

one's five viscera will be cleansed and the spirit 

purified." 
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Zhang Yenyuan 847-882), an art critic, has once 

pointed out that in the process of painting, "He who moves 

his thought and brush, and conscious of his painting as 

painting misses it. He who moves his thought and brush 

without being conscious of his painting as painting gets it, 

no sticking in his hand, no stagnation in his mind; it 

becomes so without knowing why." 

Yan Yu (ÜÊ2B 1180-1235), a critic who first compares poetic 

writing to Chan practice, contends that "The ultimate 

attainment of poetry is the state of shen.” 

Wang Guo-wei 1877-1927), who is influenced by both 

Zhuangzi and Nietzsche, speaks of two kinds of "worlds" 

(yijing jj§?i|£) in literary writings: a world of self- 

reflecting, and a world of self-forgetting. The latter that 

is "achieved in serenity" is the highest one in literary 

creation. 

Forgetfulness also implies an ethical attitude. When 

Zhuangzi claims that one should forget "right" and "wrong," 

he does not mean one should be un-ethical, or indifferent to 

ethical questions. Rather it is a new way of understanding 

the ethical questions. The Dao-experience is a neutralized 

experience in which the dualistic thinking rooted in the 

pattern of self-obsession has been transformed into the way 
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of encountering the disclosures of the world in what 

Heidegger calls "circumspective concern." That is to say, 

one sees or acts not according to fixed and rigid rules, or 

an egocentric desire, but to the ongoing changes of specific 

context of things, and let onself to be affected by things 

one has encountered. Thus Heidegger contends: 

Letting something be encountered is primarily 

circumspective; it is not just sensing something, 

or staring at it. It implies circumspective concern, 

and has the character of becoming affected in some 

. way...13 

Forgetting is, as such, not to destroy the feeling of acting 

and caring, but to act and care not according to the feeling 

of the self, and as such makes acting and caring possible. 

The process of becoming self-knowing is a process of 

understanding akin to what Heidegger calls "letting-be." 

While the dual thinking implies dominance, manipulation, and 

utility, meditative thinking of self-forgetting is 

characterized by quiescence - the receptive reverence of 

things as they are in themselves (thisness and thatness or 

suchness) . Forgetting then is a way of accepting the self¬ 

being of all things, and self-forgetting, as a way of self¬ 

transformation, is not a matter of being a subject, but of 

overcoming subject as opposite to object in order to 

experience a transpersonal self which is non-self. 
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Forgetfulness, then, implies that one no longer sees 

"things" in terms of their usefulness, and purpose 

(according to one's will), but sees things in their own¬ 

being, sees things as they are, as Wang Wei (701-761), 

a Daoist poet of Tang Dynasty onçe writes: 

Since the days of my middle life 

I was deeply devoted to the Dao. 

Recently I came to live 

In the mountain of Zhong-nan. 

Oftentimes-with joy in my heart- 

Alone, I roam here and there. 

It is a wonderful thing 

That I am aware of myself. 

When the stream-let ends in my trip 

I settle down and catch 

The moment of rising mists. 

Now and then I meet 

A furrowed dweller of the woods. 

We chat and laugh; 

Never do we want to go home.14 

The simplicity and naturalness in the above poem is 

expressed through a mutual communication between the poet 

and nature. The feeling that "I am aware of myself" derives 

from transforming the poet's ego to the self that is non¬ 

self. He sees things as they are; and he has no intention to 

manipulate or distort their actuality. 
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The Cloud of Forgetting 

In Nicholas of Cusa's "learned ignorance," we find a 

parallel between the Daoist philosophy and a theology that 

"sees" the image of God other than a conceptual 

appropriation. In his Trialogus de Possest, Nicholas of 

Cusa argues that God is not a Being but a "possibility-to- 

be. "15 Man, as created according to God's image, is to 

participate in the on-going process of creation. In this 

process, one must "forget" all senses, all reason, and 

intellect in order to obtain a "mystical vision" of God who 

is beyond all oppositions and distinctions. This notion of 

God as a "possibility-to-be” resembles the Daoist notion of 

the Dao as a "potentiality, " as something that has no 

absolute finality. One does not think about reality, but 

"witnesses" the thinking through the grace of God, since the 

Ultimate exceeds all human thought. Under the condition of 

the forgetfulness, the subject who thinks, controls, and 

possesses, transforms into an "empty vehicle" that is ready 

to received the gift of divine knowledge and divine meaning. 

{Homilies, 289). 

In Pseudo-Dionysius' Mystical Theology, we read: 

God is 

not known, not spoken, not named, 

not something among beings, and 

not known in something among beings. 

God is 
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all in all, 

nothing in none, 

nothing in reference to all, 

known to no one in reference to nothing... 

For Pseudo-Dionysius, God, as beyond being, is a non-cause, 

and non-source; God is "beyond all". The divinity beyond all 

is celebrated as one and trinity; it is neither unity nor 

trinity nor what is conceived by us or by any other beings. 

Therefore, all divine names should be forgotten, even such 

words as God, being, life, light, and logos. Only in this 

way can one anticipate "the divine darkness of unknowing," 

and realize that the divinity" is not this but not that, it 

is not in some way but not in another way. It is all as 

cause of all... but beyond all; beyond being" (The Divine 

Names, 5). 

The Cloud of Unknowing is a medieval mystical book 

strongly influenced by Pseudo-Dionysian theology. Its author 

argues, one should permit nothing to work in one's 

understanding or in one's will except God alone, and that 

one should try to "destroy all understanding and awareness 

of anything under God and treat everything down deep under 

the cloud of forgetting. "16 Unknowing is a kind of knowing, 

and the most godly knowing of God is that which is known by 

unknowing. Negation of knowing then is a right path leading 

to the cloud of forgetting. Forgetting as such is a 

systematic effort to release the sense perception, memories, 
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and the false imagination of the direct relation between 

human inner state and the sensory world. 

The Cloud speaks of two kinds of lives: active and 

contemplative, the former is higher whereas the latter is 

lower. The dichotomy of the sensible and the spiritual is 

when we read the following paragraph: 

If ever you come to this cloud, and live and work in 

it, I bid you, just as this cloud of unknowing is 

above you, between you and your God, in the same way 

you must put beneath you a cloud of forgetting, 

between you and all the creatures that have ever 

made... In short I say that all should be hid under 

the cloud of forgetting.17 

The cloud of forgetting then is the condition for the 

possibility of the mystic's union with God. Like 

forgetfulness in Daoist philosophy, forgetting in negative 

theology also denotes a mode of self-forgetting (excessum 

mentis); and this self-forgetting is related to the medieval 

idea of the nakedness of the self when knowing and feeling 

must be destroyed before it is possible for one to 

experience in truth the perfection of God. Self-forgetting 

is a state of the mind in which particular qualities of the 

self are dismissed. Only when one detaches oneself from the 

self that is in opposition to things, and becomes concerned 

with the inner "naked self", can one clarify one's mind 

"like still water." 
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The medieval notion of cloud of forgetting also reminds 

us of Heidegger's interpretation of the notion of "cloud" 

and its relation of the hiddenness and concealment of Being. 

Heidegger speaks of the "cloud" as an unique experience when 

one "stands ouside" what is "unconcealed", and fails to 

"remember" because of a lacking of a "representation".1® 

Likewise, for negative theology, thinking is not a matter of 

representing, for God is concealed, without names and 

images. What is left then is forgetting, that is, forgetting 

all false names and images about God. 

Gelassenheit and Oneness of Godhead 

The gesture of forgetfulness in Meister Eckhart has 

been treated relatively systematically through his concept 

of Gelassenheit (releasement) from which Heidegger has found 

inspiration. What is releasement? According to Eckhart, it 

is a voluntary emptiness of man's preoccupation with things 

and images. Thus, Eckhart claims, "Rid yourself of all that 

is yours, then God will properly be your own as he is his 

own. "19 Then he continues, "The humble man does not solicit 

anything from God," and a detached man has "unlearned to 

objectify God in an extrinsic relations; in his learned 

ignorance" (Sermon, 3) . 

According to Eckhart, there are four stages of the 

interaction between human soul and God: dissimilarity, 

similarity, identity, and breakthrough. In the first stages, 
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there is a clear distinction between God and the soul, the 

former is all whereas the latter is nothing. In the second 

stage, the distinction still exists, and the person attaches 

him/herself to the image of God that emerges in the soul. In 

the third stage, the distinction is dismissed when the 

person has realized that the core of the soul and the core 

of God is identical. In the final stages, the identity no 

longer exists since in Gelassenheit everything is 

abandoned, even God. In the stages of breakthrough, one 

seeks nothing, even God. Both the self and itself must be 

forgotten, for "as long as it is self-aware and self- 

conscious, it will not see or be conscious of God." 

These four stages presented by Eckhart are quite 

similar to the "three stages of Chan" which also has a 

strong Daoist flavor. As Chan Buddhism has pointed out: The 

first stage is the one of distinction of subject and object: 

When you see a mountain, you see a mountain, and when you 

see a river, you see a river. The second stage is the one of 

identity of object to subject: When you see a mountain, you 

do not see a mountain, and when you see a river, you do not 

see a river. The third stage is one of neither distinction 

nor identity: When you see a mountain, you see a mountain, 

and when you see a river, you see a river. In the third 

stage, seeing mountain and river is not the same as that in 

the first stages because at this moment, a person has 

forgotten both the subject and object. Therefore, the 
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process of the Chan attainment is a transformation from 

subject/object dichotomy to an erasing of object, to no 

subject/object distinction. 

When Eckhart speaks of both self-forgetting (i.e., 

losing consciousness of the self) and God-forgetting (i.e., 

losing consciousness of God), his argument is very close to 

that of the third Chan stage, and Zhuangzi's notion of 

forgetting both subject and object (wuwo liangwang). 

Therefore, for Eckhart, the life of Gelassenheit is a life 

without God. This is the paradox of negative discourse. The 

union with God requires that one be free of God for God is 

so great yet so near that he can be experienced while 

forgotten. This is why Eckhart insists that "Godhead" is 

beyond God. One should seek nothing exterior or outside, or 

better, not seek at all - let God’s life well up in man and 

live through man as an inner principle of life. On the other 

hand, Eckhart's Gelassenheit, "looking for nothing" has 

removed the onto-theological questions of "what” and "why" 

from the question of God, where there is no emphasis on 

causality. We cannot ask "what God is", because God is 

neither foundation nor cause, God is nothing; and we cannot 

ask why we should love God, because the soul's relationship 

to God, as Eckhart understands it, is without a why. Thus, 

we read: 

Why do you love God? 

I do not know, because of God. 
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Why do you love truth? 

I do not know, because of truth. 

Why do you love justice? 

I do not know, because of justice. 

Why do you love goodness? 

I do not know, because of goodness.20 

"Those who seek something with their works, those who act 

for a why, are serfs and mercenaries."21 This "no-why" 

theology, or the "looking-for-nothing" attitude is similar 

to the Daoist notion of "doing nothing" in the sense that 

neither of them is simply subversion, or absurdity, but an 

attitude of releasement, of "letting-be" so that the concept 

of God or the Dao has disappeared. Releasement then 

discloses the nothingness of both God and creature, or as 

Eckhart claims: "All things have been drawn from 

nothingness; this is why their true origin is 

nothingness."22 Releasement dissolves the difference between 

the created and uncreated (the trans-divine) . It is here 

that Eckhard's negative theology is more "radical" than 

other kinds of negative discourse for his Godhead that is 

beyond all "distinctions" leads him to a total rejection of 

the fundamental Christian dichotomy of the created and the 

uncreated. 

Gelassenheit and Letting-Be 

The notion of releasement is expressed by Friedrich 

Nietzsche when he says in his poem entitled "Sils-Maria": 
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Here I sat waiting, waiting - yet for nothing, 

beyond good and evil. Sometimes, I enjoy the light, 

sometimes the shadow, sometimes only the play, 

the lake, the noon, 

or the time, without any goal.23 

For Nietzsche, forgetting is joy and freedom, because in the 

process of forgeting, one is free from the logic of 

conceptual opposites in metaphysical tradition. Nietzsche 

contends that "Forgetfulness is not just a vis intertiae, as 

superficial as people, but rather an active ability to 

suppress, positive in the strongest sense of the word..."2^ 

Nietzsche’s forgetfulness indicates a freedom from the 

traditional thinking. As G. C. Spivak has observed, "The 

’knowledge' of philosophy places him (Nietzsche) among the 

dreamers, for knowledge is a dream. But philosophers 

'knowingly' agree to dream, to dream of knowledge, agree to 

'forget' the lesson of philosophy, only so as to 'prove* 

that lesson."23 

The notion of "waiting" in Nietzsche can be understood 

through a discussion of Heidegger's concept of Gelassenheit. 

Heidegger interprets Gelassenheit as a kind of "waiting" 

which, in contrast to the idea of expecting something, does 

not contain an object. Gelassenheit, says Heidegger, is "the 

release of oneself from transcendental re-presentation and 

so a relinquishing of the willing of a horizon."23 This is 

close to Zhuangzi's notion of being "natural," and 
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"spontaneous" in the process of an apophatic meditation in 

which one has to keep oneself open without having anything 

definite in mind. Gelassenheit is non-attachment in the 

sense that in the state of Gelassenheit one is detached from 

all conventional claims, especially the will to control and 

manipulate. This will to control and manipulate is, 

according to Heidegger, a kind of ego-object relationship. 

Heidegger then contends: 

Everything that might interpose itself between the 

thing and us in apprehending and talking about it 

must be set aside. Only then do we yield ourselves 

to the undisguised presence of the thing.27 

If for Eckhart, forgetting is a condition to experience 

"oneness" with God, for Heidegger it is a condition for 

truth to conceal and unconceal itself. In his Parmenides, 

Heidegger also explores the relationship between concealment 

and forgetting in the Pre-Socaratic tradition, contending 

that "disclosedness and concealment are the basic features 

of Being," and that "in 'forgetting1 there occurs ... a 

concealment."28 Therefore, forgetfulness, as Heidegger 

understands it, is not simply a state of a subject's 

"oblivion", but something that is determined by Being-in- 

its-hiddenness. Gelassenheit, as apophatic meditation, leads 

one to the possibility of openness to mystery, because 
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Gelassenheit toward things and openness to the mystery 

belong together. They grant us the possibility of 

dwelling in the world in a profoundly different way. 

They promise a new ground for foundation upon which 

we can stand and endure in the world of technology...29 

For Heidegger, to think "this opening" is the new "path of 

thinking" of what is left unthought. In Gelassenheit we 

forfeit all effectiveness, strategic rationality, and forced 

representationalism which all come from a dichotomous 

thinking of "I" and "things." Heidegger then contends: 

Man is never first and foremost man on the hither side 

of the world, as a "subject," whether this is taken as 

"I" or "we." Nor is he ever simply a mere subject 

which always simultaneously is related to objects, so 

that his essence lies in the subject-object relation. 

Rather before all this, man in his essence is ek~ 

sistent into the openness of Being...30 

This openness of Being, according to Heidegger, leads 

to the open region within which a relation of subject to 

object can be established. Heidegger also insists that 

Gelassenheit lies outside the distinction between activity 

and passivity which in turn makes a distinction between 

subjectivity and objectivity. Thus, Heidegger says: 

The sound of the water 

says what I think. 
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This is a paraphrase of Lamartine's well-known saying: "I 

never think - my thoughts think for me." This negation of 

the traditional understanding of thinking is not to negate 

thinking per se, but to challenge a certain type of 

thinking, that is, reasoning, conceptualizing, dualistic 

thinking, etc. 

Eckhart’s "no-why” theology has a great impact on 

Heidegger's thinking when he moves from the "why" question 

to "because," as he says: "The rose is without a why; it 

blooms because it blooms." Gelassenheit, according to 

Heidegger, can allow one to "take delight in" a blooming 

rose, to be "enthralled with its "lucid redness", to "muse" 

on its redness, without any particular purpose. As such, 

Gelassenheit is a way of allowing oneself to follows things 

as they emerge into the world, to let them be in their own 

world, and to leave them an open world in which to be 

themselves. All these flow from the Heideggerian notion of 

"letting-be." This "letting-be" philosophy is what Heidegger 

considers a "different way" of thinking where one is able to 

see things "outside" the historical metaphysics of the 

subject/object duality. 

For Heidegger, the vision of the Gelassenheit is the 

one that "lets what is present as such become present in 

unconcealment." In doing so one can perceive the "wholeness- 

of-being" in order to know things as they are. This knowing- 
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things-as-they-are is the attitude of "letting-be" which 

leads to a "higher acting" that "is concealed in releasement 

than is found in all the actions within the world and in the 

machinations of all mankind."31 It articulates a way of 

seeing self with others, which lets "Being" happen in a 

different way. 

Like Zhuangzi's "no-acting," and Nietzsche*s "waiting," 

Heidegger's Gelassenheit indicates a subject/object unity 

rather than the subject/object dichotomy. It aims at a kind 

of feeling in and through another which does not depend upon 

the objectification of the other and need not lead, 

therefore, to the desire to manipulate, dominate or control. 

Thinking then, according to Heidegger, becomes a "middle 

way" that extends between and beyond the conceptual amd 

perceptual, the one that is "transcendental-horizontal re¬ 

presenting." 

What lets the horizon be what it is has not yet been 

encountered... the field of vision is something open, 

but its openness is not due to our looking. Likewise we 

do not place the appearance of objects, which the view 

within a field of vision lets us into this openness... 

rather that comes out of this to meet us.33 

As such, the way of forgetfulness becomes the name of 

being's way of being. If for Heidegger's Being and Time it 

is being-in-the-world, for the Daoist philosophers it is 

"living-in-the-world." In both cases, forgetting is a new 
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mode of knowing, thinking, and experiencing. It is also 

freedom, as an American poet T.S. Eliot has expressed this 

in his poem: 

The inner freedom from the practical desire, 

The release from action and suffering, release 

from the inner 

And outer compulsion, yet surrounded 

By a grace of sense, a white light still moving.33 

Forgetting "Idol" and a Theology of Love 

Negative theology insists that one should be "nobody" 

who performs "nothing" in "nowhere, " and that the 

contemplative does not "see" God; he enters into God’s 

"seeing." This reversal of "seeing" is also expressed by 

Jean-Luc Marion in his critique of the act of 

"gazing/seeing" in terms of the distinction between idol and 

icon. When people "see" God as an "idol," they see only 

themselves, since "the gaze gazing at itself gazing, at the 

risk of seeing no more than its own face." The idol, 

therefore, ends up with a mirror play of a "self-idolatry," 

and as such the depth of God's invisibility is dismissed. 

The icon, on the contrary, precedes the gazing, the very act 

of seeing, hence it "provokes" a reference to the invisible 

that always remains invisible. Meanwhile, the icon offers an 

"open face" whose invisible intention "envisages" the human 
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gaze. The icon as such "regards" the gaze, "concerns" the 

gaze, and allows the invisible to occur and emerge visibly. 

In the case of icon, one does not see God, but is seen by 

God's grace. 

For Marion, the transformation from idol to icon is a 

transformation from self-self(thinking about thinking) to 

self-other (thinking about God), to Other-Other (thinking 

about nothing). The very concept of "God" should be erased 

and forgotten. Like Heidegger who has crossed out "Being” in 

his Destruktlon of metaphysics, Marion has crossed out God 

in his argument of God without Being. If both the word "God" 

and the word "self" should be forgotten, what should be 

remembered? According to Marion, it is the eucharistie gift 

of the consecrated Bread and Wine that should be remembered 

as a "remembrance" of what is presently absent, i.e., God. 

Forgetting then, for Marion, is a way of remembering, of 

tracing down the "infinity of eucharistie hermeneutics."34 

Love is a dominant motif in the discourse of via 

negativa, for the apophatic theology is more concerned with 

loving God than knowing God. Yet I am not suggesting that 

all negative theologians have shifted from the ontological 

question of being to the ethical question of love, since 

both Pseudo-Dionysius and Meister Eckhart contend that love 

is beyond the good. Eckhart, for instance, argues that God 

is neither being nor goodness, and that "God is not good, 
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nor better, nor best" since God's love is beyond all these 

conceptual appropriations. Nevertheless, both Pseudo- 

Dionysius and Eckhart speak of God as love. While Pseudo- 

Dionysius insists that God is the highest form of love, 

Eckhart believes that Gelassenheit leads to the soul's union 

with God in love. John Caputo observes 

a certain splendid releasing of life which Eckhart 

identifies with love - for Eckhart the highest and 

clearest case of Gelassenheit is love - which lets 

life rise up and flow over, which puts away the 

machinery of metaphysics and the mean desire of 

egoism in order to let the truly divine God flow 

in Himself, in the world, and in the other.35 

The discourse of "forgetting Being" also leads Marion 

to the discourse of love, (the "divine agape") which is, 

according to Marion, the discourse of revelation. Love is 

beyond being, and love, in a form of visibility, comes to 

human beings as "an icon for thought." For Marion, true 

theology (instead of onto-theo-logy) that focuses on God's 

self-revelation as love allows one to abandon the 

metaphysics of the self which has defined modernity. Love, 

as God's revelation is "excess," a "pure gift" that is 

beyond all conceptual framework. When we stop thinking of 

God within the language of Being/being, we can free God from 

"the God of reason, " "the God of Being, " or "the God of 

morality," and as such we "allow God to be God." 
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In contrast to negative theology, love is not a term 

employed by Daoist philosophy. Lin Yu-tang once translated a 

passage from Laozi in the following version: 

If one forsakes love and fearlessness, 

forsakes restraint and reserve power, 

forsakes following behind and rushes in front, 

He is doomed! 

For love is victorious in attack 

And invulnerable in defense, 

Heaven arms with love 

Those it would not be seen destroyed.36 

Lin Yu-tang translates the original word "ci" (^£) as 

"love", yet ci is closer to "mercy" or "compassion" than 

"love" in a Christian sense. Yet it does not mean that there 

is complete absence of love in Daoist philosophy, even 

though Daoism does not use the word "love". Since love is a 

misleading word for the Daoist, especially the Confucian 

connotations the term "love" entails, the Daoist would 

rather use the word "gi wu" equality of things which 

implies the idea that one should treat things equally and 

not impose one's own opinion on others. This idea can be 

also illustrated by a Daoist poem as follows: 

Looking up, I view the outer limit of the blue sky, 

Looking down, I survey the cerulean water's edge. 
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So vast and tranquil, the scene is boundless, 

In whatever strikes my eyes, the principle is evident. 

Great indeed are the workings of creation. 

Ten thousand different things - none of them 

are unequal- 

Are all in rapport with me.37 

This is what Zhuangzi calls the "equalization of things", 

according to which one should embrace all things because the 

distinction of things is relative in that it is external to 

the intrinsic nature of things under consideration. 

Forgetfulness: Philosophical and Theological 

In this section I shall explicate how the Daoist 

philosophy agrees with and differs from negative theology. 

First of all, there are similarities between the two 

traditions though one is philosophy-oriented and the other 

is theology-oriented: 

1) Forgetting as a precondition for an unaffected immediacy. 

The experience of the Dao occurs spontaneously and 

naturally when one has found true self-consciousness through 

a releasement of self-consciousness. The paradoxical 

statements such as "No self is the true self," or "No action 

is an action" can only make sense when the unaffected 

immediacy is seen as part of the natural spontaneity of 

action without a postulation of a Cartesian ego cogito. 

Similarly, in medieval Christian tradition, forgetfulness or 
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releasement is a precondition for an unaffected immediacy 

through which the mystic experiences a union with God, and a 

longing for wholeness and completeness. In both cases, 

unaffected immediacy, the momentary experience are 

emphasized. The experience is a spontaneity that is 

determined by a forgetfulness of the subjectivity who is 

experiencing a pure experience through a negation of a 

"self-contained positivity." 

Forgetfulness is also an emphasis on "moment", or an 

"instant". Yet this "moment" in Daoism should not be 

understood as opposite to the notion of the eternal. From 

the perspective of Daoist philosophy, moment is also 

eternal; and the eternal is an instant eternal, as a 

popualar saying goes, "The eternal sky lies in the instant 

wind and moon."38 Eckhart, on the other hand, argues that an 

"attached man" lives between a "before" and an "after", or 

between past and future, whereas a "detached man" lives in 

an "instant," "this present now, " whether it is a moment of 

religious ecstasy, or an instant of sudden enlightenment. 

The question we need to raise now is whether the 

notion of "present," or "moment" in both Daoism and negative 

theology is a kind of "immediate possession of meaning, and 

as such a "metaphysics of presence" that Derrida would 

contest. Derrida's critique of immediacy is connected to the 

notion of a perfect "self-present," or an identity without 

difference. However neither Zhuangzi's momentary experience 
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nor Eckhart's immediate feeling can be seen as a perfect 

"self-present" because neither fails to recognize the 

absence of a concealed depth or dimensionality of what is 

unspeakable; nor does it imply a closure of meaning of 

absolute certainty and finality. Instead, the "present" in 

Zhuangzi and Eckhart can be seen as what Heidegger suggests 

a non-pure presence where "there is no pure presence ('no 

simple sensory presence'), for in whatever presents itself 

there is already in play the operation of signification."^9 

As John Caputo has pointed out, letting-be, or taking things 

as they are is not an attitude congenial to the reification 

and totality characteristic of the "metaphysics of 

presence," since the "fusion" of subjectivity and 

objectivity in both Zhuangzi and Eckhart is articulated with 

a consciousness of difference. 

2) Forgetfulness as a Way of a Reversal 

Since the Daoist philosphers see conventional 

knowledge as zi, which is associated with learning; On the 

language level, it is associated with names (ming W) and 

distinction (bian fjlf ) ; On the moral level, it is associated 

with desires (yu tfcï, and moral virtues (de ; and on the 

practical level, it is described as action (xin ff) that is 

the practice of all of the above. The Daoist forgetfulness 

is, then, free from any conventional knowledge, and 

conventional moral implications since the highest level of 
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wu zhi "no-knowledge," wu yan "no-words," wu de "no¬ 

virtue, " and wu wei "no-action" have surpassed the dichotomy 

of knowing and not-knowing, the right and the wrong. 

While Laozi maintains the Dao is void, empty, nothing, 

Pseudo-Dionysius insists that the divinity is all that is 

apart from all; it is nothing. The notion of "nothing" in 

negative theology denotes a reversal of all names that have 

been imposed on God in positive theology, or onto-theo-logy. 

While positive theology proceeds from the topmost through 

the middle and down to the last among beings, negative 

theology begins with the last among beings and denies these 

of the divinity, and finally denies divinity as a Being. The 

celebration of God by way of negation is to deny the 

connection between "theo" and "logos." In other words, 

negative theologians try to have a kind of theology that is 

free from "being." 

The notion of "returning to the root" is intimately 

connected to the notion of reversal, or negation. Both the 

"virgin spirit" in Eckhart and the "original spirit". (yuan 

shen , the original human nature) in Zhuangzi suggest 

the Platonic notion of preexistence of the soul though the 

Plationic idea of the receptive intellect would be 

questioned by Daoists and negative theologians. According to 

Eckhart, man has been "virgin" in his preexistence, and 

hence, "he is always thus in his intellect, and he must 

become so again in his entire being."40 
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3) Creativity in non-action and holy poverty. 

With respect to passivity and creativity there is a 

similarity between Daoist philosophy and negative theology 

in terms of potential creativity of human beings. Eckhart 

speaks of the grace of God and the "holy poverty" of man, 

yet the grace of God has not blotted out a kind of 

creativity in man. In Zhuangzi the enlightened person is 

said to be not only passive but also active or even creative 

by virtue of no-action and spontaneity inherent in the 

practical efficacy of the de. In his sermon "Blessed are the 

Poor" Eckhart argues for an unusual creativity for the Poor, 

for "(i)t is the poor man who wants nothing, knows nothing, 

and has nothing." To be poor in will means not seeking 

deliberately to please God as though one can "intentionally" 

do God's will. Instead, one should do God's will 

spontaneously. This negation of the will/desire in 

spontaneity is, for Eckhart, the inner meaning of "holy 

poverty," and for Laozi, the inner meaning of "foolishness". 

Both "foolishness" in Daoism, and the "holy poverty" in 

negative theology, then, aim at a kind of creativity in 

passivity by a negation of a conventional acting or seeking. 

On Heidegger's reading, Gelassenheit that gives up all 

claims - whether ideational or behavioral - does not merely 

retreat into inactivity. Rather it goes beyond activity and 

passivity, for Gelassenheit as "the complete negation of the 
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totality of beings" does not mean "doing nothing" but a 

"slipping away of the whole" in order to surrender oneself 

to the selfless "opening of "Being." This "opening" allows 

one to make the entrance into an active relationship with 

things that is free and not injurious either to ourselves or 

to things, and promises one a new "rootedness," i.e., the 

"primordial Saying." This "rootedness" is, from the Daoist 

perspective, the "original nature in things." 

The above similarities between Daoist philosophy and 

negative theology are matched by their divergences which not 

only make the Daoist forgetfulness different from that of 

negative theology but also determine the fundamental 

differences between the Dao and God: 

1) The noumenal (transcendent) and the phenomenal 

From a Daoist perspective, the mystical way to God in 

negative theology would be intelligible and attractive, yet 

the language of a transcendental God (Christian theism) 

problematic. Eckhart is one of the few theologians who, by 

using the notion of "godhead, " tries to go beyond the 

distinction of the noumenal and the phenomenal, of the 

created beingness and uncreated trans-divine being, of God 

and human beings. In the final breakthrough, the detached 

mind, like the mind of the Dao, opens up to the very monment 

of divine "dehiscence" that allows all things be. He even 
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contends that "God's being is my being and God's primordial 

being is my primordial being."41 However, most other 

negative theologians cannot completely give up the dualistic 

view, because their theism does not allow them to see the 

union to God as an ontological argument rather than a 

mystical experience. In Pseudo-Dionysian and other medieval 

theological discourse, this distinction between divinity and 

human is strongly maintained even in the momentary state of 

"union" for one is "above oneself" but still "beneath God: 

You are above yourself because you ate striving by 

grace to reach a point to which you cannot come by 

nature... You are beneath your God; for though it 

can be said that during this time God and yourself 

are not two but one in spirit... nevertheless 

you are still beneath him.42 

The distinction between the noumenal and phenomenal 

also leads to the dualistic view of the spirtual and 

sensible even in the discourse of forgetting: 

...in the natural order of things, that which is 

sensible is further from God than that which is 

spiritual... the more truly refined your spirit is, 

the less it is contaminated by the sensible and 

nearer it is to God",43 

2)the One and the Many 
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Though Laozi insists that the Dao has no name, one of 

the names he has given to the Dao is the "One." For 

instance, in the Chapter 39 of Laozi, we read: 

Attaining the One, heaven became pure; 

Attaining the One, earth became peaceful; 

Attaining the One, God became spiritual; 

Attaining the One, the ocean became full; 

Attaining the One, ten thousand things 

became into life... 

Laozi's "One" embraces twofold meaning: First, the One means 

the unity of multiplicity; second, the One means the unity 

of the opposites. According to Laozi, the One is unity of 

multiplicity because it is the origin of many and all things 

achieve their completion because of the One. On the other 

hand, the one is the unity of the opposites in the sense the 

opposites balance each other. Laozi's first notion of the 

One, that is, the unity of multiplicity is similar to that 

in negative theology, but the second notion of the One, that 

is, unity of the opposites is not emphasized by negative 

theologians. 

Zhuangzi goes even further, contending that everything 

is a generator in the sense that it is self-transforming, 

yet nothing is generator in the sense that everything is 

dependent on something other than itself, hence there is no 

self-sufficient source of oneness. Therefore, if in Laozi, 

the One is still a name for the Dao, Zhuangzi has replaced 
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it with things. In other words, while Laozi emphasizes the 

One, Zhuangzi emphasized the many. But in both Laozi and 

Zhuangzi, the relationship between the One and many is a 

nondual one in the sense that the One is many and many is 

the One. Zhuangzi uses the concept "equalization" to argue 

against the idea that there is one thing that is more 

important than others. As he says, "Heaven and earth were 

born at the same time I was, and ten thousand things are one 

with me" (Zhuangzi, 2). 

The Neoplatonic view of one and many, on the other 

hand, sees One as the source of many, as transcendent but 

has a character of many when it is immanent. In this 

transcendent and immanent relationship, the fundamental 

dichotomy of the One as the Creator, the Being and many as 

the created, beings is still maintained, 

Eckhart tries to avoid the language of Being and beings 

by arguing that the one is not being: 

It is because there is nothing in it that all things 

come from it: in order that being may exist, the One 

is not being, but generator of being... The one is 

perfect because it seeks nothing, and needs nothing, 

overflows, it were, and in its super-abundance makes 

something other than itself (Sermon, 2). 

This One-many relationship appropriated by Eckhart in 

theological terminology still indicates the uniqueness of 
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God, as the One, and his oneness in uniqueness does not 

fully go beyond the dual thinking of Neoplatonism. 

In Pseudo-Dionysius' discussion of unity and 

difference, the whole and the part, the Neoplatonic dualism 

is still implied in his idea of the divine unity. For him 

the divinity is named unity which is a partless unity. 

Although many (all beings) partake in the whole divinity, 

the divinity is never part of them: The divinity is not 

something among beings or something in beings. The 

difference, according to Pseudo-Dionysius, the procession 

and reversion of all beings, and the divine difference as 

such "remain not less than itself, one in its manifolds, 

unified in its procession, and full in its difference." 

However, neither the divine unity nor the divine difference 

is part of the world of human beings, for both of them are 

beyond the "beingly being." 

This dualistic language of the divinity and human would 

be at odds with the Daoist view of oneness that subsists 

between the Dao and the human nature. For the Daoist 

philosophers, the identification, oneness of heaven and man 

is the fundamental ontological argument rather 

than simply a temporary mystical experience. Heidegger's 

explication of beings and Being would help us to approach 

Zhuangzi's dialectical understanding of the dao(s) and Dao. 

For Zhuangzi, to approach the Dao is to know how to live in 

practice, how to effect harmony. The Dao is, therefore, not 
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only the Nothing, the undifferentiated world of the 

transcendent but also the differentiated world of the 

phenomenal. As such the Dao as the Oneness, according to 

Zhuangzi, opens up not only the ontological but also the 

existential in that the phenomenal is the noumenal: 

the Dao of Heaven —> ontological 

Dao-as-Oneness 

the dao(s) of Earth —> existential 

As the diagram above shows, on the one hand the Dao-as- 

Oneness suggests the Dao as the Origin of the Heaven and 

Earth (human beings), on the other hand it implies the unity 

between yin and yang, and between knowledge and action. This 

unity of the Heaven and the Earth is also expressed by Laozi 

when he says: 

Being and Nonbeing mutually generate each other, 

The difficulty and the easy mutually accomplish 

each other; 

The long and the short mutually shape each other; 

The high and the low mutually lean upon each other; 

The tone and sound mutually harmonize each other; 

The before and after mutually sequence each other 

(Laozi, 2). 



95 

In contrast to the Oneness as the overcoming of the 

differences exemplified in the Hegelian synthesis, the 

oneness of the Dao implies relativities and complementarity 

of oppositions. Therefore, Laozi says: "Each of the ten 

thousand things has yin in its back and holds yang in its 

front; and reaches harmony in the invisible vitality of yin 

and yang" (Ch.42). 

3)self power and other power 

While Laozi claims "I am a fool, " he plays with the 

word "foolishness" in order to reverse the conventional 

concept of knowledge. However, when a theologian says "I am 

a sinner," he really means it. The Cloud still speaks of the 

"seven deadly sins," and in both Eckhart and Pseudo- 

Dionysius, there is a strong sense of repentance and 

imperfect humility: I am a sinner, I am not worthy to raise 

my eyes to heaven. This feeling of guilt is not shared by 

Daoist philosophy. 

In the case of Laozi and Zhuangzi, the experience of 

forgetting enables one to return to a dynamic but 

transforming reality, which is the Dao. Such a liberating 

experience is characterized as an experience of self¬ 

transformation in the sense that it transforms by non¬ 

transforming and does not transform by transforming. In 

Eckhard and Pseudo-Dionysius, the word "I” is proper to no 

one but God alone in his uniqueness. In Zhuangzi, however, 
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the word "I" is either proper to no one, or proper to 

everyone (everything). While Daoism interiorizes the 

"present" in order to return to the original human nature, 

negative theology exteriorizes the "present" in order to 

attain a union with God. 

With respect to the noetic quality there is a decisive 

difference between Daoist philosophy and negative theology. 

For Zhuangzi, the highest level of ”wu zhin stands outside 

any epistemological dichotomy of having-no-knowledge, and 

having-knowledge, and the ethical dichotomy of right and 

wrong. For negative theologians, however, the "learned 

ignorance" of Eckhart has produced a strong psychological 

and moral impact, that is, the feelings of guilt, 

wonderment, good/bad will, a state of moral exaltation, a 

feeling of ethical elevation, and joyfulness. While in 

Zhuangzi the self power acts with a person in a way that is 

utterly spontaneous, in negative theology the other power 

obliges a person to repent that requires a kind of 

discursive thinking and reflection. 

The non-theistic view of Daoist philosophy is 

determined by the order of nature, whereas the theistic view 

of negative theology emphasizes the grace of God. In Dao one 

sees the power in everything, including in oneself, while in 

God one sees the power in nothing but in God. This 

fundamental difference between the Dao and God is difficult 

to reconcile. 
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Chapter Three 

The Mystic and the Apophatic 

Nothing, nothing, attaches to them, and their 
reputation...One of them is rumored within the 
boulder that swings on the summit of the highest 
of the hills; a bubble-shaped cave that has 
neither ceiling nor floor, and mirrors its own 
darkness in every direction infinitely. 

E. M. Foster 
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As I discussed earlier, apophasis denotes a mode of 

not-speaking. This chapter focuses on the apophatic gesture 

of not-knowing and the mystical dimensions that the 

"darkness of unknowing" entails. While the traditional 

Western philosophical response to the problem of apophasis 

has been to separate mysticism from philosophy, Daoism and 

negative theology, in a different manner, have dealt with 

the limits of reason and understanding by bringing the 

mystic and the philosophic together. I shall explore the 

question of intuitive knowing as a way of overcoming the 

limitations of conceptual knowing. I also use Heidegger and 

Derrida as examples of how philosophy in the West attempts 

to resolve the problem of the limits of knowledge and 

language by employing mystic discourse as an active 

apophasis. It is my contention that mysticism supplements 

philosophical discourse in that mystical discourse provides 

different strategies for fabricating philosophical 

knowledge, and offers what is lacking in philosophies of 

1 reason. 
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Before I explore mysticism, or the mystical element in 

Daoist philosophy and negative theology, I want to restrict 

the word "mysticism" so as to apply this word in the way 

that is closer to our major concern in this chapter. While 

speaking about the Chan experience, a Japanese Scholar D. T. 

Suzuki, in his essay "Interpretation of Zen Experience”/ 

contends : 

I am not certain whether Zen (Chan) can be identified 

with mysticism. Mysticism as it is understood in the 

West starts generally with an antithesis and ends with 

its unification, or identification. If there is an 

antithesis, Zen accepts it as it is, and makes no 

attempt to unify it.2 

Here, Suzuki is concerned with one of the definitions 

of mysticism in the Western tradition, that is, the mystic 

synthesis of separation and unification; and is afraid of 

imposing this kind of mysticism on the Eastern tradition. 

Therefore, what I mean by "mysticism" in this chapter is 

limited to a form of the mystic's experience of not- 

knowing", and an apophatic movement of knowing by not- 

knowing that takes place in both the Daoist discourse and 

the discourse of via negativa,3 

The Darkness of Unknowing I: Daoism 
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In the Daoist discourse, the effability of the Dao, 

the necessity of keeping the Dao as an undifferentiated 

whole, the idea of spontaneity and absolute illumination, 

determine a kind of mysteriousness. Laozi is regarded as one 

of the oldest texts in the Chinese mystical tradition. 

Because of its laconic, ambiguous, and mystical nature, 

later commentators and interpreters all attempt to 

understand Laozi allegorically and symbolically. 

One word which appears frequently in Laozi is the word 

xuan Cg). We read that "the Dao is the xuan", that the Dao 

is the xuan of the xuan , and that the Dao is an 

xuan absence . The Daoist philosophy and later Wei & 

Jin Philosophical School (220-420) are called the Xuan Xue 

which has been translated into English as the "School 

of the Dark Learning".4 

The word has basically two meanings: 1)mysterious; 

dark, hidden; 2)profound, abstruse. Wang Bi (3E3B§ 226-249) 

who belongs to the School of Dark Learning, is one of the 

commentators of Laozi. He understands the xuan as "hidden 

and mystical," "the Dao is the mystery of mysteries," and 

this why we do not know its name. Wang Bi uses the concept 

of original nonbeing (banwu 2^^®) to interpret the Dao as 

the original mystery that is vague and obscure. For Wang Bi, 

the obscurity of the Dao is also the profundity of the Dao. 

Thus, he contends, the Dao is dark and hidden, yet deep and 

reaching far. 
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Guo Xiang 265-312), a commentator of Zhuanqzi, 

also interprets the Dao mystically, contending that 

everything exists the way it is and because it is. He also 

sees the Dao as a state of a non-differentiated mystical 

chaos (hundun and argues, the Dao "steers by the 

torch of chaos and doubt." According to Guo Xiang, the Dao 

is both nothing and everything: The Dao's nothing-ness 

contains in its totality; and Dao's everything-ness bears 

its parts. 

In Wenzi: Further Teachings of Laozi, another Daoist 

text claiming to be the sequel to Laozi, we read the 

following paraphrasing of the opening chapter of Laozi: 

There is something, an undifferentiated whole, that 

was born before heaven and earth. It has only abstract 

images, no concrete form. It is deep, dark, silent, 

undefined; we do not hear its voice. Assigning a name 

to it, I call it the Way (Dao).5 

This dark, silent, and mystical Dao reminds us of 

Derrida's reading of Plato's notion of ”khoran as a "place" 

within which being and nonbeing can appear. This place, says 

Derrida, "is not the intelligible paradigm within which the 

demimurge inspires itself. Nor does it belong to the order 

of copies, or sensible mimesis that impresses in the khora. 

It is difficult to speak of this absolutely necessary 

place."6 Laozi's mystical Dao is similar to the mystical 
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khora in that the Dao has no form, no image, yet makes 

possible the formation of the cosmos. The Dao, like khora, 

belongs to neither the sensible nor the intelligible, and it 

is utterly indefinable. 

According to the Daoist mystical expression, therefore, 

the Dao cannot be heard, and that which is heard is not the 

Dao; the Dao cannot be seen, and that which is seen is not 

the Dao; and the Dao cannot be known, that which is known is 

not the Dao. Therefore, Laozi contends; 

Gaze at it (the Dao), there is nothing to see... 

Heed it, there is nothing to hear... 

Grasp it, there is nothing to hold onto... 

Invisible it cannot be called by any name. 

It returns again to nothingness. 

Thus, we call it the form of the formless, 

The image of the imageless... (Laozi, 14) 

The notion of unknowing is well expressed by the 

following parable written by Zhuangzi; 

Ether asked Infinite, "Do you know the Dao?" "I don't 

know," replied Infinite. 

He asked No-action the same question and No-action 

replies, ''I know the Dao." 

"So you know the Dao. Can you specify?" 

"Certainly." 

"I know that the Dao can be high, can be low, can be 

centered, can be dispersed. There are some of the 

specifications that I know." 
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Ether told No-beginning of No-action’s words and asked, 

"Thus Infinite says he does not know and No-action says 

he knows. Who is right?” 

"The one who thinks he does not know is profound. 

Poree-Maspero, who insists on the intimate connection 

between Daoism as philosophy and Daoism as religion, employs 

Zhuangzi*s concept of "immortality" as an important factor 

for understanding the notion of "the mystical" in the Daoist 

discourse. He argues that the Daoist mystics* search for 

immortality in later Daoism has its mystical origin in 

Laozi and Zhuangzi. Thus, in his Le Taôisme, Poree-Maspero 

claims that: 

Basically, immortality was only a secondary 

consequence of the mystic union. For T(D)aoists, 

as for the mystics of all religions, the mystic 

experience, because of its acute and vivid character 

and impression of transcendent reality which it 

produces, is all that counts; the rest is only 

interpretation. They simply interpreted their 

experience in T(D)aoist terms, that is to say, in 

terms of a religion devoted to the search of 

immortality... T(D)aoist mystics are hardly different 

from Christian and Muslim mystics except by the 

explanations which they give of identical 

experiences."® 

Poree-Maspero's interpretation, however, exhibits three 

problems: First, even though Zhuangzi speaks of immortality 
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(the cultivation of longevity), the idea has never been an 

important issue for philosophic Daoism. It is only in Xian 

(Immortal) Daoism, a religious group influenced by He Shang 

Gong who is said to have become a xian (immortal), 

that the concept of immortality has been elaborated.^ 

Second, despite the fact that the Xian Daoism sees the 

cultivation of longevity as a kind of mystical experience, 

the Daoists do not, as Poree-Maspero believes, find 

satisfaction only in mystical or contemplative experience 

itself. Daoist philosophy seldom separates the mystical from 

the practical, and as such the mystical Dao is more than 

meditative or contemplative; it also has to do with 

practical activities in the world. Third, the Dao/man 

relationship in Daoist mysticism is quite different from 

God/man relationship in Western mysticism: The 

identification of man with the Dao does not indicate a 

separation in the first place, whereas the unity of man with 

God is based on a separation. (I will elaborate this point 

later.) Marcel Granet, on the other hand, tries to defend 

Zhuangzi and Daoist philosophy by saying that Daoism is 

"more intellectual than mystical."10 Granet is, however, 

still within the dichotomous system of philosophy versus 

mysticism, intellectualism versus intuitionalism in the 

Western tradition. 
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While speaking of the unknowability and unspeakability 

of God, Karl Vossler argues, "No name fits God, because he 

stands above all things." Yet on the other hand, "since he 

is the creator of all things, all names of all things could 

be applied to him."H Therefore, God is both "the highest 

and lowest, the greatest and smallest, the day and night, 

all and nothing..." This kind of mystical language can also 

be found in Daoist philosophy when the Dao is seen as both 

nowhere and everywhere. Therefore, in Zhuangzi, we find the 

following dialogue between Zhuangzi and his friend Dong 

Guozi: 

Dong Guozi asked Zhuangzi, "Where is that you call 

the Dao?" "Everywhere," said Zhuangzi. Dong Guozi 

said, "You must be more specific." Zhuangzi said, "It 

is in these ants. "In what lower?" "In this grass." 

"In anything still lower?" "It is in tiles." "Is it in 

anything lower still?" Zhuangzi said, "it is in ordure 

and urine." Dong Guozi had nothing to say. 

At its greatest, the Dao is infinite; at its smallest, 

there is nothing smaller than the Dao. Thus, Zhuangzi tells 

us: "The Greatest reaches of space do not leave its 

confines, and the smallest down of a bird in autumn awaits 

its power to assume form." Yet Zhuangzi refuses to answer 

the question of what the Dao is. For Zhuangzi, the mystery 

of the Dao has already slipped away as soon as the rational 

analysis begins, for the Dao, as the Daoist understands it, 
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is the way of mystery rather than system. It is no surprise 

for the Daoist scholars of both Chinese and Western to think 

that Chinese thought, Daoism in particular, is mystical 

rather than philosophical, because for them Chinese thought 

is not logical, and its language is too ambiguous and 

mystical.12 Yet the mystical language in Daoist philosophy 

is employed as an attempt to overcome the limits of a 

conceptualized way of thinking and knowing. From the 

perspective of the Daoist mystic, the Dao is hidden (yin 

^), and is revealed in concealment. The Dao, as Zhuangzi 

sees it, remains in concealment and is spontaneously 

unconcealed. The existence of "mystical things" is also 

acknowledged by Ludwig Witggenstein who speaks about the 

possibility and significance of ineffability: 

It is not how things are in the world that is 

mystical, but that it exists. 

Feeling the world as a limited whole - it is this 

that is mystical. 

There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into 

words. They make themselves manifest. They are 

what is mystical.13 

The above remarks resemble the mystical experience 

spoken of by Daoist philosophers. The Dao-experience is 

mystical, for it is an intuitive experience without knowing. 
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Wittgenstein suggests that "There are, indeed, things 

that...(are) mystical." What are those things? For 

Wittgenstein, they are the experience of ineffability 

itself. There is, therefore, a significant parallel between 

Wittgenstein*s disenchantment with logical positivism in 

terms of the mystical and the Daoist denial of the Dao as an 

entity in a conceptual system. If for Wittgenstein, "feeling 

the world as a limited whole...is mystical, "14 for Daoists 

feeling the Dao as a whole in a limited world is mystical. 

The Darkness of Unknowing; II. Negative Theology 

Negative theology or via negativa seeks an alternative 

way of approaching God other than positive theology, or via 

positiva. Like Daoist philosophy, negative theology employs 

an apophatic mode of the incomprehensible and inexpressible. 

John of the Cross contends that "though faith brings 

certitude to the intellect, it does not produce clarity, but 

only darkness," therefore, the soul "should desire to 

journey to God by unknowing."*5 For Pseudo-Dionysius, God 

is unknown because God is no-thing in terms of beings. The 

very "darkness of unknowing" is, then, the knowing of the 

divinity of God. 

To resolve the problem of unknowing, negative theology 

may advocate a mystical experience of a union with God 

without knowing. When Teresa of Avila speaks of her 

experience of the union, she claims, "It should be noted 
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that we never, I think, see visions or hear these words when 

the soul is in union during an actual state of rapture...I 

do not believe there is any seeing, hearing or understanding 

at all." The notion of "rapture” is important in Western 

Christian mystic tradition; it indicates a sense of a union 

with the divine characterized by a state of intensity and 

spontaneity. The mystic believes that there is a kind of 

transcendental experience which cannot be explained by human 

rationality, and as such the transcendental experience 

itself is mystical. Therefore, Pseudo-Dionysius insists that 

"Now it seems to me that we should praise the denial 

(aphaireseis) quite differently than we do the assertions... 

As we climb from the last things up to the most primary we 

deny all things so that we may unhiddenly know that 

unknowing (agnosian) which itself is hidden from all those 

possessed of knowing amid all beings" (Mystical Theology, 

2) . It is from aphaireseis to agnosian, from negation to 

not-knowing that the mystic approaches the unknown. As John' 

of the Cross has pointed out, one is led not to seeing or 

revelation, but to feeling and to forgetfulness, or not even 

to that, because all the mechanism by which one feels, sees, 

or knows should be "thrown away." 

According to Pseudo-Dionysius, there are two aspects of 

unknowing: l)The unknowing is beyond all words and images in 

the proper sense; 2)The unknowing can be expressed through 

symbolic language in the improper sense. For Pseudo- 
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Dionysius, the not-knowing is what he calls a "darkness 

beyond the intellect". That is to say, the knowledge of God 

excludes any conceptual understanding and explicating. Thus 

Pseudo-Dionysius says: 

O Trinity 

beyond being, 

beyond divinity, 

beyond goodness, and 

guide of Christians in divine wisdom, 

direct us to the mystical summits 

more than unknown and beyond light, 

There the simple, absolved, and 

unchanged mysteries of theology 

lie hidden in the darkness beyond light 

of hidden mystical silence 

* • • 

Think not that affirmations and denials 

are opposed 

but rather that, long before, is 

that - which is itself beyond all position 

and denial - 

beyond privation. 

(Mystical Theology, 1) 

For Pseudo-Dionysius, what lies in the "darkness beyond 

light" is mystical; it is neither error nor truth, neither 

affirmation nor negation, because divine infinity is beyond 

a closed, constituted system of kataphatic (positive) 

utterance. Instead of conceptual knowing and understanding, 

Pseudo-Dionysius prefers such terms as the "divine 
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knowledge,n or "mystical contemplation" that have a strong 

Neoplatonic tone. Yet unlike the Neoplatonic "divine 

contemplation" of essence and the "brightest region of 

being" that lead to an illumination in vision, the Pseudo- 

Dionysian contemplation leads to the "divine invisibility" 

and the "mystical darkness of the unknowing." The "divine 

invisibility" denies the simple visions of revelation, since 

divinity stands outside of all essence and beings. The aim 

of mystical contemplation gears toward a statement of both 

"no-thingness", or "no-lessness "; it is a state of 

distinctionless identity with the divine. Thus, Pseudo- 

Dionysius contends: 

Here, renouncing all that the mind may conceive, 

wrapped entirely in the intangible and the 

invisible, he belongs completely to him who is 

beyond everything. Here, being neither oneself nor 

someone else, one is supremely united by a completely 

unknowing activity of all knowledge, and knows beyond 

the mind by knowing nothing. (Mystical Theology, 1). 

Meister Eckhart, on the other hand, deconstructs the 

onto-theological notion of God, that is, the God of Being, 

by contending for the inadequacies of metaphysical 

categories exemplified by the language of being. Instead, 

Eckhart speaks of the "mystical soul" that is beyond the 

dichotomy of knowing and not-knowing. In Eckhartfs writings, 

we see such expressions as "the abyss of the soul", " the 
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spark of the soul,” "the castle of the soul," the "virgin 

soul," or "the ground of the soul." Eckhart insists that God 

whose namelessness is unknowable can be reached only by the 

soul which is equally unknowable. He claims that "There is 

nothing above the soul, " This is a very radical view 

according to more traditional Christian interpretations of 

God. For Eckhart, as the hidden godhead is beyond God, the 

soul is beyond everything. The soul needs no intellectual 

efforts, and requires no images, for there is something in 

the soul that is uncreated, and in the soul there is no 

dichotomy between the transcendent God and the alien world. 

"Sometimes I have spoken of a light that is uncreated and 

not capable of creation, and which is within the soul," says 

Eckhart, and this soul becomes indistinct in God's love, 

because: 

The soul touches God by means of its highest agent 

and thus it comes to resemble him. God takes after 

himself; he got his own image from himself and no one 

else. His "idea" is self-knowledge and nothing but 

light. When the soul contacts him with true knowledge, 

its "idea” is like his (Sermon, 24). 

The discourse of the soul also fits into Eckhart's 

mystical philosophy of what-less-ness and why-less-ness 

which we have discussed in the previous chapter. 

Accordingly, the union as a mystical experience should not 

be understood as an experience of knowing the unknown 
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territory where God dwells. The soul only feels itself one 

with God; and it knows by the same kind of intuitive 

knowledge. This is what Eckhart means by a "learned 

unknowing (docta ignorantia) ." Namely, the soul which ceases 

to know with its own knowledge makes the knowing possible. 

However, Eckhart avoids the mystic "senses" or "tastes" 

so that the sensibility and emotions cannot express 

themselves in fervent terms such as "a rapture of soul," "a 

violent seizure of the spirit" (Teresa of Avila), or "an 

experience of ecstasy" which dominate most medieval mystic 

discourse. Differing from the Neoplatonic explication of the 

"eye of the soul" which is based on a duality of the two 

worlds and which indicates a flight from the present 

situation to the higher realm of divinity, the soul in 

Eckhart emphasizes comprehension of the instant, the moment, 

and the "worldliness" of things. Unlike most medieval 

thinkers who speak of the soul as higher than the body, 

Eckhart does not see the soul as something that must be 

lifted out of the body. Instead, there is "no appeal to a 

privileged experience, no regret of falling back into the 

body after a repose in the divine, and above all no 

opposition between a higher world and lower world into which 

the soul is resigned to re-descend."1® Though Eckhart 

insists on the emptiness and the nakedness of the soul, its 

emptiness or nakedness does not derive simply from the 

emptiness of the body but from the emptiness of the soul 
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itself, that is, the will of the soul. This emptying soul, 

says Eckhart, "becomes more pure and bare and poor, and 

processes less of created things, and is emptier of all 

things that are not God," it "receives God more purely, and 

is more totally with him," and it "truly becomes one with 

God". This emptiness of the soul is also what Eckhart calls 

a "detachment" or "releasement” which we previously 

explicated.17 

Mystical Oneness and the Ineffable Unity 

Ad Reinhardt, a contemporary painter and poet, who is 

deeply influenced by Eastern thought, Daoism in particular, 

writes a poem entitled "One": 

"Formless art thou, and yet 

thou bringest forth many forms, and then 

withdrawest them to thyself." 

"Differentiating itself and yet remaining in 

itself undifferentiated." 

"By letting go, it all gets done = 

the world is won by those who let it go! 

But when you try and try 

the world is then beyond the winning." 

"in the beginning is the end," vice-versa <— 

No characteristics except its oneness <— 

It is not a thing nor a thing in it 
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Neither white nor black, neither red nor 

green, of no color whatever 

Beingless, becoming not nameless.. 

Those who have read Laozi would not fail to recognize 

the Daoist tone in Reinhardt's poem. In Laozi, we find 

several occasions where the Dao is also called the "One", 

and things are said to "embrace the One, " or "grasp the 

One." In later Daoist philosophy, the notion of the oneness 

is further emphasized when Daoists claim that the principle 

of oneness applies everywhere. Most commentators, such as 

Wang Bi, take the wholeness of the Dao as the One. While 

intoxicated with the vastness of the cosmos and infused with 

the all, the power of the universe, the Daoist mystic 

identifies himself with the cosmos. It is an experience by 

which subjective and objective reality are fused into one. 

This is called by Laozi the "mystic unity/sameness" (xuan 

tong •zm) when he says, "Block the openings, shut the 

doors, blunt the sharpness, untangle the knots, harmonize 

the radiance, identity with the common; this is called 

mystic sameness," (Laozi, 56) Then, Laozi says that: 

The learner of the Dao identifies with the Dao... 

When one achieves it, one identifies with one's 

achievement, and achievement also identifies with man; 

When one identifies with losing, and losing also 

identifies with man" (Laozi, 23). 
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The discourse of "tong" (identification, sameness) in 

Daoist philosophy is based on the idea of a total oneness of 

the Dao and man, nature and man, as the old Chinese proverb 

goes: "Laozi (Man) is laoshu (Nature), and is the Dao." This 

oneness of the Dao with man also embraces the idea that 

there is an identification between man and thinking. For 

Laozi, one follows the Dao in order to identify with the 

Dao in which there is no distinction between gaining and 

losing since the immediate goal of the identification is 

emptiness (xu). Zhuangzi, on the other hand, emphasizes the 

notion of oneness in terms of the totality of things,19 as 

he observes: 

Why I like to divide things is because such division 

must be based upon the totality of things. The creation 

of one rests upon the all. Why I dislike to complete 

things is because completeness means containing 

everything. Therefore, it is isolated and self- 

sufficient, rejecting the relation to other things. 

(Zhuangzi, 23.) 

While the Dao is seen as an undifferentiated whole, 

negative theology expresses a longing to escape the finite 

world of multiplicity and opposition into union with the 

divine undifferentiated ground of God. This undifferentiated 

inner ground of God is often described as "holy, ineffable, 

mysterious night." In John of the Cross, for instance, we 

read the following verse from his poem "Dark Night": 
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In the joyous night 

Secretly, unseen by anyone, 

I saw nothing 

And had no other light or guide 

Save the fire, the fire inside. 

The inner ground of God for Eckhart is its 

indistinction in the sense that God is the One as a whole. 

Therefore God is both nothing and something: He is nothing 

because he is neither the Father, nor the Son, nor the Holy 

Spirit. He is something because God exists in everything. 

The nothingness in negative theology indicates God as "I am 

who I am," God-in-himself, or in Eckhart's word God's "is- 

ness". The "is-ness" is the wholeness, or the oneness of 

God; and this wholly one, like a castle, is empty but 

meaningful. Therefore, Eckhart believes that: 

This castle is so wholly one and simple and this 

unique One is so far above all modes and powers that 

no power and mode, not God himself, can look into it... 

for this unique One is without mode and without 

property... so he is neither Father, nor Son, nor Holy 

Spirit, and yet a Something which is neither this nor 

that. (Sermon,64). 

When Eckhart claims that "God and I are one”, and "my 

eye and God' eye are one," he speaks of a kind of mystic 

"union" (henosis) that refers to the mystic's immediate 



119 

relation to the divine presence. But the most divine 

knowledge of God, for Eckhart, comes through unknowing in a 

union far beyond the mind. For Eckhart, this union is a 

"still point", the moment of esctasy, the flashing light 

that becomes the eternal silence. It is invisible, 

intangible and unknowable. It is an experience of a union 

between the immediate and the transcendent. On the other 

hand, Eckhart also speaks of the mystic's union with God as 

a substantial one rather than a momentary "rapture". In 

other words, the union is both a flashing and a permanent 

possession of God, as Eckhart puts it: 

This true possession of God is present in the mind and 

consists in an intense, spiritual turning and striving 

towards God, not a constant uninterrupted thinking of 

him...This God does not pass away unless man 

voluntarily turns away from him 

(Spiritual Instruction, 6) . 

Eckhart also maintains that the Oneness must be 

understood according to what he calls the "passing away", or 

"according to which man did not remain in himself but passed 

over into the One and became One" (Sermon, 72) . And that 

God is "one without unity and three without trinity" is an 

apophatic way for Eckhart to contend that God is both 

distinctive and indistinctive: 

The idea of being is that it is something common and 
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indistinct and distinguished from other things by its 

own indistinction. In the same way, God is 

distinguished by his indistinction from any other 

distinct thing, and this is why in the godhead the 

essence or existence is unbegotten and does not beget 

(Sermon, 83). 

In this seeming paradox of God as both distinct and 

indistinct, the distinctions between difference and 

identity, transcendence and immanence have been blurred. 

According to Eckhart, one should love God "as he is non-God, 

a non-spirit, a non-person, a non-image, but as he is a 

pure, unmixed One separated from all duality" (Sermon, 83) . 

This interpretation of God as both distinct and indistinct 

differs from many medieval thinkers whose unity of God and 

man is based on the fundamental distinction between God and 

man. It is in this sense that we say Eckhartfs Oneness or 

unity of God is close to the notion of Oneness in the Daoist 

tradition which transcends distinction and non-distinction 

altogether. 

The dialectical relation of nothing and something in 

negative theology is very close to the Daoist understanding 

of the Dao as both nothing and everything. In Eckhart's 

discourse of oneness, unity should not be understood as a 

concept, like any other concepts such as "essence", or 

"existence", but a paradox of self-containment and self¬ 

negation. The image of the soul is "what comes out is what 

stays within, and what stays within is what comes out."20 
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Therefore, whatever is received in the spiritual vessel 

(emptiness) is not what is in the vessel, but the vessel 

itself. 

Since oneness is beyond distinction and non¬ 

distinction, Zhuangzi is ambivalent about the term the "One" 

or "unity." On the one hand, he says that "heaven and earth 

were born with me, and the myriad things and I are one"; on 

the other hand, he asks, "Since we are all One, how can we 

express the One?" Zhuangzi also refuses to use the term 

"One" as something that is behind things of appearance as in 

the Platonic tradition. Namely, the Dao is one with all 

things, rather than behind all things. Therefore, "the 

myriad things are the One." For Zhuangzi, oneness or unity 

is the primordial state of the world rather than a kind of 

effort of unification made by man. To experience Oneness in 

Daoism is not simply a negation of twoness or antithesis, 

but an experience of things as they are, as what Suzuki has 

said about the Chan experience; 

Instead of starting with dualism or pluralism, Zen 

(Chan) wants us to have a Zen-experience, and with 

this experience it purveys a world of suchness.21 

This suchness is what Daoist philosophers call 

"naturalness" (ziran ||J$$), or things-as-they-are. 

Zhuangzi's oneness, on the other hand, also indicates 

the oneness between man and the Dao. We can find the similar 
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meaning in Heidegger when he interprets oneness as an 

identity, or sameness of man and being, being and thinking. 

In Identity and Differences, Heidegger speaks of an 

integralness between man and being, and points out that: 

We must acknowledge the fact in the earliest period 

of thinking, long before thinking had arrived at a 

principle of identity, identity itself speaks and in 

a pronouncement which rules as follows: thinking and 

being belong together in the same and by virtue of 

this same.22 

How can we enter into the world of this sameness? In 

Heidegger's words: "By our moving away from the attitude of 

representational thinking."23 According to Heidegger, 

sameness also means "belonging-together" (Ereignis), the 

sameness of man and Being, thinking and being. For 

Heidegger, existence is the carrier of the sameness that 

makes the linear continuity possible; meanwhile Dasein's 

historical unity is a way of coming to difference without 

reference to substantial unity, or to a specific denial of 

this unity. The unity of the Dao with man is like 

Heidegger's "belonging-together". If for Heidegger there is 

a unity between thinking and being, for the Daoists there is 

a unity between thinking and living (existence). The 

Heideggerian sameness is, however, different from Daoist 

identification with respect to the ontological distinction 

of beings and Being in Heidegger's system. Daoists would 
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even reject Heidegger's assertion that being(s) "is(are)", 

for "is" and "is not" belong to the world of distinctions 

(bian |$) . 

Yet, how can we understand the Daoist difference if we 

say that the world of the Dao is the One with no 

distinction? Or if we borrow Derrida's term, can we say that 

Dao philosophy gives a priority to "identity" over 

"difference"? The answer is "no" if we look at Zhuangzi's 

concept of self-transformation. According to Zhuangzi, the 

oneness or identification should not be understood as a 

"self-present" in the sense that it is a static entity, but 

a state of transforming things (wu hua or wu wo jiao 

xong in which one and thousand, subject and object 

are mutually transforming, or a state of forgetting things 

(wu wang or wo wo Hang wang ' in which both 

subject and object have been forgotten. While explaining 

what differs, Derrida implies a kind of self-transformation 

of the Dao advocated by Zhuangzi: 

...the being-present (for example, as a self-present 

being or consciousness) would eventually result in 

differing: in delaying or diverting the fulfillment of 

a "need" or "desire", or in differing from itself.24 

This "differing from itself" is Zhuangzi's self¬ 

transformation that is capable of producing different things 

(All things come from the Dao in Laozi), and these different 
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things are capable of mutual transformation. The Derridean 

"identity and difference" argument is based on a critique of 

the Hegelian Geist that is an identity/unity of an 

antithesis, and the movement of a self-idealization. Derrida 

suspends difference in identity. When Zhuangzi speaks of 

transforming things, the things here are indicative of the 

difference and identity of things. 

Derrida also speaks of identity in terms of "proximity 

of the nearness". What is, then, the proximity of the 

nearness? When Heidegger speaks of "dwelling in nearness", 

he explains this "nearness" as both revealing and 

concealing. Derrida, on the other hand, contends that: 

The thing, certainly, can be near, but the near or the 

proximate is not near. The proximity of the near is 

not an other thing but the near thing, yet it isn't 

near...The essence of the near is not more than the 

essence of red is the color red... the more one is 

tempted to come near the proximity of that which is 

approaching, the more the wholly other - and thus 

infinitely distanced - of proximity buries and empties 
itself.25 

However, negative theology is not simply a discourse 

against difference. Reiner Schurmann is correct to point out 

that Eckhart's statement of identity between man and God 

must be read as referring to a process, or "breakthrough" 

rather than a unity of substance. In Heidegger's term, the 
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moment of this "breakthrough" is the moment when "the thing 

things." That is to say, the thing comes into being, or in 

the case of Eckhart, the soul comes into the godhead, only 

to the extent that the thing, or the soul is on its way to 

the world, or godhead as the thing/soul-in-itself. It is 

like the process of the final stage of the Chan 

enlightenment when one starts to see a mountain as a 

mountain-in-itself, and water as water-in-itself. Or in 

Zhuangzi's words, it is a moment when things are mutually 

transforming. Therefore, xuan tong (identity) in Daoist 

philosophy should not be seen as sameness/identity in terms 

of the static. 

The Intuitive Heart and the Contemplative Soul 

Since the Dao is dark and hidden, Daoist philosophy 

emphasizes intuitive knowing rather than ordinary 

"learning". When the Daoist says that the Dao is unknowable, 

he means the Dao is logically unknowable. The Daoist insists 

that true knowledge does not come from studying and 

remembering but from disentangling oneself from what has 

been learned, that is, from "forgetting" as we previously 

discussed. In the Daoist mystical expression, one should 

"learn to unlearn one's learning." The intuitive knowledge 

(zhi ^31) in Daoism is also called "wisdom" (zhi ^) that 

aims at abandoning any method of knowing that might limit 

the horizons of "seeing" the Dao. In the most mysterious and 
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obscure opening chapter of the Laozi, we read, "Without 

intention, one kuan(s) the wonder of the Dao; With 

intention, one kuan(s) the boundary of the Dao". The word 

”kuan” (|§|) is a crucial word, which has been translated 

into English as "see", "perceive", or "look at". But kuan 

should not be understood simply as ordinary seeing, 

perceiving or looking at something, because the Dao, as 

Laozi, understands it, has no form, no image. Kuan is mode 

of intuitive or contemplative seeing; or in Chan language, 

one sees with the "wisdom eye" (hui yan jütBBU . Thus, Laozi 

tells us, when one sees nothing, one does not simply see 

nothing; and when sees something, one does not simply see 

something. This paradoxical relation between the action of 

"seeing" and the object of the "seen" in Laozi implies that 

not only the Dao is invisible, but also un-objectified. 

While discussing the mode of intuition in prajna 

(prajnaparamita) Buddhist wisdom philosophy, Suzuki points 

out; 

Prajna should be classified as a very special form 

of intuition - that which may be termed "prajna 

intuition" in distinction from the kind of intuition 

we have generally in philosophical and religious 
discourses.26 

Suzuki’s interpretation of the prajna intuition can be 

applied to the Daoist intuition because the Daoist intuition 
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is, like the Prajna intuition, free from the dichotomies of 

the subjective and the objective, the knower and the known, 

the seer and the seen. The Daoist intuition is a direct, 

spontaneous experience, a knowing of the unknowing, and an 

identity of a contradiction. In Heidegger's language, the 

Daoist intuition is the one of the aletheia which opens up 

to the possibility of the mystical unknown. 

Like the Daoist*s rejection of the conventional 

knowing, mystical theology puts a question mark on the 

notion of knowing. Instead, it postulates a direct and 

unmediated contact with the unknown, by which the onto¬ 

logical language of being is shaken by a double movement of 

revealing and concealing via "knowing by not-knowing". While 

speaking about the intuitive approach to God, Eckhart 

maintains the union between the perceiving faculty and the 

object perceived. This union, as Eckhart understands it, is 

based on a critique of the Aristotelian theory of 

perception: 1) sense faculty and sense impression; 2)sense 

faculty and the object to be perceived. As Michael Sells 

observes, for negative theologians, "as long as the soul is 

intending, seeking, willing, and imaging, the object of its 

will - even if that image is an image of traditional piety - 

as long as it works for a 'why', its works are 'dead' .”27 

In an apophatic discourse of mystical theology, the highest 

form of knowing is unknowing only in the sense that it is 
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unknown to any rational analysis. Eckhart distinguishes two 

kinds of knowing, contending that: 

The mind encloses something within itself, a spark of 

the intellectual power, which is never quenched. This 

spark is a higher part of the spirit...Yet in our 

minds, there is also a knowledge directed towards 

external things, namely the knowledge through the 

senses and through reason. This knowledge proceeds 

by representation of images and by concepts, and it 

conceals from us that other way of knowing.28 

For Eckhart, then, the "spark of the intellectual power" 

does not need images or concepts. Eckhart also calls this 

"spark of the intellectual power" the "spark of the soul". 

The soul, then, becomes a contemplative soul which aims at 

an intuitive looking into things in contrast to the 

analytical understanding of them. The spark, to use 

Heidegger's words, is the "natural light" which leads to the 

path of via negativa, and is open to the mystery of things. 

Eckhart's notion of the soul resembles the Daoist 

notion of "heart" in that the soul precedes the 

differentiation of the trinity and creation. The soul, then, 

is the microcosmic site of the transcendental divinity. 

Eckhart employs the notion of the contemplative soul to 

elude the discursive thinking in terms of logic and 

concepts. For Eckhart, contemplation is a form of intuitive, 

or "unknowing knowing", or "blind seeing" that leads to the 
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mysterious depth of God. Yet different from the Daoist 

intuition which is not confined only to the ineffable Dao, 

but also to everyday experience, the mystic intuition 

basically belongs to the ineffable God. For Daoist 

philosophers, intuition itself is the Dao whereas for 

mystical theologians, intuition is a means to know the 

unknowable. In other words, the Daoist intuition is applied, 

in Kant's term, to both the noumenal and the phenomenal, 

whereas mystic intuition is applied only to the noumenal. 

It should be noted, mystical discourse is not the only 

one which speaks about an intuitive approach to the unknown. 

Philosophies of reason have also dealt with the question of 

intuition. For instance, Immanuel Kant, despite his mistrust 

of mysticism, admits the finitude of human subjectivity, and 

this finitude, according to Kant, is demonstrated by the 

fact that pure reason alone cannot reach the objects of 

experience except through the sensible intuition of time and 

space. But Kant also maintains that the intellectual 

intuition belongs "solely to the primordial being," or God. 

Human intuition, on the contrary, is derivative, and is 

limited to time and space. Thus, Kant says: 

...other forms of intuition than space and time, 

other forms of understanding than the discursive forms 

of thought, or of knowledge through concepts, even if 

they should be possible, we cannot render them in any 
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way conceivable and comprehensible to ourselves; and 

even assuming that we could do so, they would still 

not belong to experience - the only kind of knowledge 

in which objects are given to us.29 

Kant's critique of pure reason suggests that there may 

be non-discursive forms of knowing. Yet Kant’s concession to 

this possibility of mystical knowledge itself is small. He 

acknowledges that there may be other ways of knowing, but 

precludes human accesss to them, especially to that of the 

transcendent. Hence, the Daoist would not embrace Kant's 

interpretation of intuition. From the Daoist perspective, 

Kant's intuition sees only the representation of things, 

that is, the reality of appearance. The Daoist intuition, in 

contrast, sees the reality of things, that is, the Dao which 

is completely free from existence and non-existence. For 

Kant, intuition must have an object which affects the 

faculty of intuition of the subject, whereas for Daoists, 

intuition is achieved through the subject's non-attachment 

of both the subject and the object; For Kant man cannot 

achieve the "divine intuition" that goes beyond the 

appearance of reality, and as such man is limited to the 

knowledge of the appearance of reality. For Daoists, 

however, there is an identity between divine intuition and 

human intuition because the Dao is man and man is the Dao. 
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Heidegger, who has acknowledged the profound debt he 

owes to Kant's theory of intuition, interprets the Kantian 

notion of the transcendental imagination as both intuition 

and thought. Heidegger classifies intuition according to the 

categories of finite and infinite intuition. As he points 

out, "Finite intuition looks to the intuitable as something 

on which it depends and which exists in its own right, " 

whereas infinite intuition, or "divine cognition" is "that 

mode of representation which in the act of intuition first 

creates the object of intuition as such. Seeing right 

through the essent in advance, such cognition intuits it 

immediately and has no need for thought."3^ Imagination, as 

a faculty of intuition, intuits images rather than derives 

them from representations of perceptions: 

As a faculty of intuition, imagination is formative in 

the sense that it produces an image... This "formative 

power" is at one and the same time receptive and 

productive (spontaneous)... However, if receptivity is 

identified with sensibility, and spontaneity with 

understanding, then imagination falls in as a peculiar 

way between the two.31 

Zhuangzi would agree with Kant according to Heidegger's 

reading that as a faculty of intuition, imagination is both 

receptive and productive, but he would not embrace 

Heidegger's argument that understanding cannot occur 

spontaneously, even though Heidegger tries to dismantle the 
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Kantian hierarchical structure of intuition and 

understanding. Nor would Zhuangzi accept Kant's argument, 

according to Heidegger's interpretation, that "infinite" or 

"intellectual" intuition can only be possessed by God. 

According to Zhuangzi, in order to experience the Dao, one 

must discover a certain quality of intuitive knowledge that 

will enable one to go beyond the limitations of knowledge 

and to receive the mystery of the Dao with an "innocent 

mind." 

The Mystical and the Philosophical 

The mystic's notion of knowing by not-knowing would 

seem to be nothing other than mystical bafflement to 

philosophers of reason. James Legge, a sinologist who has 

translated both the LaozI and the Zhuangzi, calls the Laozi 

a text which is "extraordinarily obscure". While seeing 

Daoism as form of mysticism, Legge makes the following 

comment: 

There has been a tendency to overestimate rather than 

to underestimate its value as a scheme of thought and 

a discipline for the individual and society... We 

must judge of Lao Tzse (Laozi) that, with all his 

power of thought, he was only a dreamer.32 

Mystical philosophy, or philosophical mysticism has 

become a contradictory term for many Western philosophers 
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since Descartes, and as such is given no room in 

philosophical discourse. Hegel, for instance, maintains that 

as human consciousness matured, it becomes less dependent on 

mystical and ambiguous expressions of either reality or 

experience, and more dependent on "lucid", "logical" and 

"scientific" accounts. The distinction between philosophy 

and mysticism is, as such, basically a distinction between 

rationality and non-rationality, or between "reason within 

rationality" and "reason applied to a sphere above 

rationality"33 for those who want to keep the word "reason" 

in mystical discourse. Therefore, one way to break this 

dichotomy is to rationalize, or demystify mystic language, 

by seeking the inner logic in mystic symbols of 

ineffability, and by psychologizing mystical consciousness. 

William James, for instance, argues that the "affective 

state of mystical consciousness" should be taken as personal 

experience of the absolute which has both cognitive and non- 

cognitive elements. Jacques Maritan, on the other hand, sees 

mysticism as "practically practical" science as opposed to 

philosophy as "speculatively practical" science. He then 

argues that philosophical language speaks about reality 

"without touching it" whereas "mystical language seeks to 

divine reality as if by touching it."34 Another, more 

popular alternative in contemporary discourse, to dissolve 

the split between philosophy and mysticism is to challenge 

the imperialism of reason. Fritz Mauthner, a German 
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philosopher, for instance, maintains that since philosophy 

is dealing with language, it is by nature both metaphorical 

and mystical. Philosophy, according to Mauthner, is a kind 

of "godless mysticism".35 Ludwig Wittgenstein, on the other 

hand, would not embrace Mauthner's radical reversal, yet he 

is willing to accept the mystical because of the limits of 

language and understanding. 

Among philosophers of reason, it is Kant who sees the 

limits of reason yet refuses to bring mysticism into 

philosophical discourse. Although Kant acknowledges the 

divine intuition of the transcendent, he does not speak in 

favour of mystical discourse, for Kant believes that the 

interpretative role of pure reason and categories of 

language do not extend to the realm of the transcendent. 

Kant rejects what he calls "mysticism" (die Mystik), though 

he does not speak directly about the specific texts by 

Pseudo-Dionysius, Meister Eckhart, or any other German 

mystics. Kant defines mysticism in the following three 

categories: l)the narrow sense of mysticism: works of Grace, 

miracles, mysteries, and the means of Grace (Religion within 

the Limits of Reason Alone); 2)the experience of immediacy; 

3)mystical illumination. Kant has trouble accepting the last 

two categories of mysticism. In his Lectures on 

Philosophical Theology, Kant attacks what he believes are 

the false experience of immediacy in what he calls "the 

mystical self-annihilation of China, Tibet, and India, in 
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which one is under the delusion that he will finally be 

dissolved in the Godhead."36 It is not clear whether Kant 

has Eckhart's godhead in mind, but certainly he understands 

mysticism in terms of an immediate contact/experience with 

God, which as Kant understands it, is the fanatical 

religious illusion and, as such, is the moral death of 

reason. 

Unlike Kant, Martin Heidegger is more willing to accept 

the mystical elements in philosophic discourse, although he 

, does not want his philosophy to be seen as a form of 

mysticism. In The Mystical Element in Heidegger's Thought, 

John Caputo suggests that there is an "analogy" between 

Heidegger's thought and the German mystical tradition, 

especially that of Meister Eckhart. In Eckhart's notion of 

the mystical godhead, Heidegger has found what he calls a 

"pre-ontological way of thinking." This kind of thinking, 

says Heidegger, operates "between and beyond" the conceptual 

and the perceptual. Heidegger is also intrigued by the 

mystic's notion of the divine abyss and the darkness of 

unknowing, in which he sees the the possibility of a 

configuration between the mystical unknowing and the 

phenomenological theory of concealment and revealment. In 

The Basic Problem of Phenomenology, we read: 

It is the characteristic quality of medieval mysticism 

that it tries to lay hold of the being ontologically 
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rated as the properly essential being, God, in his 

very essence. In this attempt mysticism arrives at a 

peculiar speculation, peculiar because it transforms 

the essence in general, which is an ontological ground 

of a being, its possibility, its essence, into what is 

properly actual. This remarkable alteration of essence 

into a being is the presupposition for the possibility 

of what is called mystical speculation.37 

I agree with Caputo that Heidegger's mysticism is 

basically a philosophical one. Nevertheless, Heidegger 

(especially in his early years) does show certain interest 

in the theistic notion of God in Neo-Scholastic speculative- 

theological thinking. In Neo-Scholastic argument that God is 

truth in-and-for-itself, Heidegger sees what John van Buren 

calls "a modern Catholic worldview," which, according to 

Heidegger, provides a counter-argument for the "fallenness 

and unruliness of modern individualistic liberalism.”38 

Meanwhile, Heidegger also acknowledges his indebtedness 

to the Eastern mystic tradition. In his On the Way to 

Language, Heidegger on several occasions speaks of Laozi, 

and the meaning of the Dao. In his dialogues with several 

Japanese Chan (Zen) Buddhist scholars, Heidegger attempts to 

find a new way of thinking in Chan that he needs for his 

critique of the absoluteness of metaphysics, specifically, a 

direct, and intuitive way of knowing instead of an 

analytical one. Thus the Eastern traditions have influenced, 

to certain extent, Heidegger's philosophic discourse. Thus, 
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it is no surprise when Heidegger is said to be one who has 

pulled deliberately away from traditional epistemology 

toward a new way of thinking and knowing, that is, the way 

of mystery rather than system. The mystical elements, have, 

then, made Heidegger's thought different from those 

philosophers who see mysticism as philosophy's dangerous 

"other". For Heidegger, mysticism is both a critique of 

certain problems in philosophy of reason and a "supplement" 

to philosophy as a discipline. If we admit, as Derrida has 

said, that in Heidegger there is a nostalgic desire to 

recover the proper name of Being, we should notice that for 

Heidegger this "unique name of Being" can only be "named" 

and "known" in an apophatic sense. In other words, the 

"proper name" of Being is always hidden and revealed in its 

concealment. 

Having recognized the mystical element in Heidegger's 

philosophy, Ernesto Grassi suggests that Heidegger's thought 

is a "reversal" of negative theology in that Heidegger and 

negative theology speak of the limits of reason yet in a 

different fashion: 

The essential difference between Heidegger's 

philosophy of unhiddenness and negative theology 

as found in Dionysius and John of the Cross consists 

in their completely different starting points. They 

understand divine Being as a Being in and for itself, 

outside of history, so that it merges primarily 
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through the theophany of a mystic. Heidegger, however, 

claims that Being emerges through the 'clearing* of 

different, purely historical spaces in which 

particular gods, institutions, and arts appear 

historically. For negative theology, as well as for 

Heidegger Being is "sublime", but in a fundamentally 

different sense. In negative theology the sublime 

and the elevated nature of God is defined in the 

sense that it finally can be made visible only by 

relinquishing those capacities...39 

Grassi is certainly right to see the connection between 

Heidegger and negative theology, and the difference between 

Being and God. Yet the problems of his interpretation lies 

mainly in his understanding of negative theology as a 

theology of Being, which is, in fact, what negative theology 

tries to deny, for God is otherwise than Being. And if in 

John of the Cross there is a sense that God is "made 

visible" as in the Dionysian, especially Eckhartian 

traditions, mystical discourse is the one that emphasizes 

the double movement of both revealing and concealing in 

terms of God, and seeing and not-seeing in terms of the 

mystics.^9 

Nevertheless, mysticism of both the Eastern and Western 

traditions emphasizes the notion of wholeness and 

identification, which makes mystical discourse different 

from post-metaphysical discourse such as deconstruction 

which prefers fragment to wholeness, difference to identity. 
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Such terms as "unity", "identity", "presence," "rapture", 

and "timelessness" in mystical theology are exactly what 

deconstructive discourse tries to put under erasure. This is 

why Jacques Derrida refuses mysticism. Derrida has 

associated mysticism with philosophy, but he does so in 

order to reject both of them. Mysticism and philosophy, 

according to Derrida, both serve the same end, that is, the 

"metaphysical present". 

The notion of secrecy is another reason for Derrida's 

rejection of mysticism. Derrida maintains deconstruction 

should not be understood as an esoteric discipline. In his 

speech "How to avoid speaking: Denial", Derrida argues 

against the mystic's notion of secrecy, insisting that "the 

secret is that there is no secret." Yet, we cannot dismiss 

the mystical elements in such deconstructive terms as 

"supplement". "Supplement", says, Derrida, "can only be 

responsible to the non-logical logic of a game. That game is 

the play of the world.But how do we play this game? 

Derrida has never given us a definite and descriptive 

account of this game, and we cannot help but wonder if there 

is any secret or mystery that Derrida cannot reveal. Like 

Zhuangzi and many Western mystics, very often, Derrida does 

not mean what he says. Therefore, we have to remember what 

Zhuangzi has told us: "Now I have just said something. But I 

don't know whether what I have said has really said 

something, or whether it hasn't said something."42 This kind 
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of not-knowing can also be found in deconstructive 

discourse. 

Mystic's Unknowing: Metaphysics? 

DAO GOD 

finitude of knowing darkness of unknowing 

For both Daoism and negative theology, void, empty, 

absent, and nothing is divine. The primordial emptiness, or 

the primordial darkness is the eternal circle of the cosmic 

process of the Dao or God, and the absence of the form is 

the formlessness of the Dao or God. Therefore, both the Dao 

and the God are unknowable, yet all-affecting, and both the 

Dao and God imply an eternal transformation of unity to 

multiplicity and from multiplicity to unity. 

In Daoist mysticism, the symbol of an empty circle 

above denotes the void, empty, and formless Dao; it also 

indicates a dynamic of transformation of the Dao that 
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exceeds the finitude of knowing. The Dao is an empty 

infinity, that is 

without beginning, without end, 

without past, without future... 

the emptiness is irradiated by the light of 

the heart and of heaven.43 

The dark symbol, or black painting above drawn by Ad 

Reinhardt - an artist influenced by both Daoism and negative 

theology - indicates the notion of the "darkness of 

unknowing" in mystical theology, as Reinhardt has explained 

in his poem entitled "Dark": 

All distinctions disappear in Darkness 

The Darkness is the brilliance... 

No exteriority, partial insights, sense perception 

"melting away" "spiritual gluttony" 

no coming or going or remaining "blowing out" 

plane where there is neither extension, motion, nor 

plane, nor infinity 

neither perception nor non-perception 

By which we perceive the unperceivable 

By which we know the unknowable 

Succeed in breaking the endless chain 

not part of flux ("all thing flows") 



A dark flame, fog forming in unformed 

blue or black light 
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"What is left" <—emptiness, darkness, "getting rid of" 

According to Reinhardt, the darkness of unknowing is an 

inexhaustible mystery; it is an alternative for the 

overcoming of an absolute knowing and absolute truth 

(light). This darkness of unknowing requires abstraction, 

"getting rid of", and finally making no distinction between 

knowing and not-knowing. 

Is this nothingness, or darkness in negative theology 

an "absent presence"? Or, is absence a form of "negative 

presence"? Reinhardt says, the absent color is at the same 

time a hidden present.^4 If we take both mystical Daoism and 

mystical theology within the context of their basic 

argument, that is, the problematic of an absolute knowing, 

we find both Daoism and negative theology aim at a 

dialectical model of movement in a discourse, which speaks 

knowing and not-knowing in terms of a simultaneous "here", 

"now", present and a "not here" "not now" absent. Thus, the 

darkness of unknowing leads to the darkness of knowing, in 

which what one can see as the presence of color, form and 

light always involves, at the same time, the absence of 

color, form, and light. The knowing and unknowing is, then, 

an eternal flow of a circular mutability. 
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Mysticism, as an apophatic gesture, dismantles the 

absoluteness of knowing insofar as it uses knowing to 

deconstruct knowing. Mystical discourse does not aim at a 

construction of a coherent set of epistemological 

methodology but at an establishment of the dialectic of 

revealing and concealing, and the paradox of the darkness of 

the light and the light of darkness.45 

Notes for Chapter Three 

*0n Derrida's reading, Rousseau's term "le Supplément” means 
both "addition" and "replacement". I am not suggesting that 
mysticism should substitute philosophy, or philosophy must 
abandon itself to mystical discourse; Rather, I am using 
"supplement" to denote the notion that mysticism and philosophy 
are not necessarily opposed to each other. 

^D.T. Suzuki, Interpretation of Zen Experience, Philosophy - 
East and West, ed. Charles A. Moore, Princeton University Press, 
1946. p.120. 

^1 want to point out two major differences between mystical 
Daoism and mystical theology in terms of knowing and not- 
knowing: First, for the Western mystic, the divine is unknowable 
because it is the "wholly other", and an identification with 
God, then, is an attempt to overcome the separation between 
divinity and man. For the Daoist mystic, however, the Dao is 
not, and has never been, the other; it is unknowable because it 
constantly changes. To identify with the Dao is to follow the 
natural order of things. Second, the notion of "rapture" would 
not be accepted by the Dao mystic. From the perspective of 
Daoism, if there is a moment of rapture, it is also a time at 
which void, emptiness, and no-mind take place. Therefore, mystic 
notion of "rapture" cannot finally avoid pointing to "here", 
"now", and present" despite its negative gesture,. The mystical 
moment of a "union with God" requires the suspension of a 
Derridean sense of "temporality", and the affirmation of that 
feeling of "union," 

4Wei & Jin Philosophical School (220-420) is called the "School 
of the Dark Learning" (Xuan Xue). Fung Yu-lan translates it as 
the "School of Learning the Mystery". It was a philosophical 
school flourished during Wei and Jin dynasties. It is 
characterized by its interest in such ontological questions as 
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the Dao, the nature of man, and the world. Fung believes that 
many question raised by this school resemble to a considerable 
degree to those of Western philosophy. See Fung Yu-lan, A Short 
History of Chinese Philosophy, trans. Derk Bodde, Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1952. 

^Wenzi: Further Teachings of Laozi, also known by the title of 
Understanding the Mysteries, is said to be one of the great 
source books of Daoism written after the traditions of the Laozi 
and the Zhuangzi by a group of people more than two thousand 
years old. It is a collection of Laozi*s sayings. See the 
English version translated by Thomas Cleary Further Teachings of 
Lao Tzu, Shambhala, Boston & London, 1991. 

®See Jacques Derrida's "How to avoid speaking: Denials." in 
Languages of the unsayable. pp.34-35. 

*7This parable is cited form Lin Yu-tang's translation, See The 
wisdom of Laotse by Lin Yu-tang. New York: The Modern Library, 
1948. pp.42-43. 

Sporee-Maspero, Le Taôisme, See Herrlee G. Creel, What is 
Taoism, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970. pp.217-218. 

9Daoist religion vis-à-vis Daoist philosophy is more interested 
in the idea that one could be infused with the power of the 
universe, or union with the cosmos by numerous practice such as 
meditation, and deep-breathing exercise. 

^Marcel Granet, La Pensée chinoise, p.571. 

H-Karl Vossler, The Spirit of Language in Civilization, trans. 
Oscar Oeser, New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1932. P.33. 

l^chan Wing-tsit, for instance, argues that in Chinese thought 
logic falls short in clear and definite description, and that 
"the Oriental mind almost instinctively looks for similarity 
rather than difference, and finds the subject-predicate 
proposition and logical law of identity distasteful." See 
"Spirit of Oriental Philosophy", Interpretation of Zen 
Experience, Philosophy - East and West, ed. Charles A. Moore, 
Princeton University Press, 1946. pp.137-167. 

l^See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. 
p.149. Wittgenstein also divides language as "sense" and 
"nonsense", arguing that language that makes sense is simple 
language which states facts about the world of the senses. 
However, this language that makes sense also tends to "drift" 
towards nonsense, because language has its limits. Thus, he 
claims, "I believe that the tendency of all men who ever tried 
to write or talk Ethics and Religion was to run against the 
boundaries of language. This running against the walls of our 
language is perfectly, absolutely hopeless. Ethics, so far as it 
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springs from the desire to say something about the ultimate 
meaning of life, the absolute good, the absolute value, can be 
no science. What it says does not add to our knowledge in any 
sense." 

14Ibid., p.149. 

*3See John of the Cross, The Ascent of Mount Carmel, pp. 119, 
129. 

l^See Meister Eckhart by Reiner Schurmann. p.79. 

•^The similar kind of mystical unknowing is also expressed in 
Jean-Luc Marion's discussion on the eucharistie present. 
According to Marion, the mystical flesh of Christ, "not only 
does not destroy its reality, but carries it to a completion 
above suspicion, before which the reality of the here and now 
itself becomes a simple relay and support." For Marion, then, 
the mystical body can only be understood in contemplation, or 
what he calls an "eucharistie contemplation" rather than a 
"theological" way of understanding. See Jean-Luc Marion's God 
without Being. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992.) 
pp.170-182. 

^■®See Art-as-Art: The Selected Writings of Ad Reinhardt, ed. 
Barbara Rose. New York: The Viking Press, 1975, p.89. 

!®Fung Yu-lan explains the wholeness of the Dao as "the 
spontaneity or naturalness of the world." He then contends, 
"T(D)aoists often said that Tao is 'nothing,' because it is not 
something transcending the world. Yet this 'nothing' is not 
equal to zero, since it is the total spontaneity of all things." 
(See Fung Yu-lang, A Short History of Chinese Philosophy.) I 
think that Fung's explanation of the Dao well fits into 
Zhuangzi's understanding of the Dao, yet it neglects the 
mystical and metaphysical aspect of the Dao implied in Laozi's 
notion of "xuan" we have discussed in this chapter. 

20Ibid., p.46. 

2^-T. D. Suzuki, Interpretation of Zen Experience, p.120. 

22Martin Heidegger, Identity and Differences, New York: Harper & 
Row, 1969. p.27. 

23Ibid., p.32. 

24See Jacques Derrida's Speech and Phenomena and Other Essays: 
On Husserl's Theory of Signs, tans. David B. Allison, Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 1973. pp.130-139. 

23Jacques Derrida, Parage, pp. 36-37. 
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26Prajna (prajnaparamita which means "wisdom that has gone 
beyond" or "perfection of wisdom", is a school of Buddhist 
wisdom philosophy. It speaks of a kind of intuition that can 
grasp reality in a flash because it is free from any clinging to 
partialities and is sheer consciousness with "support" from 
reasoning. 

27Meister Eckhart by Reiner Schurmann, p.67. 

28Ibid., p.144. 

28Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, p.123. 

38Martin Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, p.30. 

2^-Cited from The Wake of Imagination by Richard Kearney, p.191. 

32Cited from Holmes Welch’s Taoism, The parting Way, pp.13-14. 

33See Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy, trans. by J.W. Harvey, 
London: Oxford University Press, 1971. and W.R. Inge, Christian 
Mysticism, London: Methuen and Co, 1948. p.21. 

^Bertrand Russell, Mysticism and Logic and Other Essays, 
contending that mystical language is more ambiguous as opposed 
to philosophical language which is more lucid and logic. See The 
Foundation of Mysticism, Vol.I, ed. by Bernard McGinn, New York: 
Crossroad, 1991. In his book The Idea of the Holy (trans by 
J.W.Hervey, London: Oxford University Press), Rudolf Otto 
insists that the mystical experience of the holy is 
"fundamentally non-rational", therefore, mystical language is 
different from the discursive reasoning of philosophy. 

33Zhang Longxi: The Dao and Logos: Literary Hermeneutics, East 
and West, Duke University Press, Durham & London, 1992. pp. 45- 
47. 

38See Kant's Lectures on Philosophical Theology, p.86. 

37Martin Heidegger, The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, trans. 
Albert Hofstadter. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1882. 
p. 90. 

37Ibid., p.90. ‘ 

38Van Buren argues that Heidegger’s mystical and Neo-Scholastic 
onto-theology is entangled in the metaphysics of presence 
because it attempts to offer "the true worldview," that is, a 
reformulated form of the modern "Catholic worldview." See The 
Young Heidegger: Rumor of the Hidden King by John van Buren. 
Bloomington. Indiana University Press, 1994. pp.114-122. 
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^Ernesto Grassi, Heidegger and the Renaissance Humanism: Four 
Studies. Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies. New York: 
Binghamton, 1983. pp.90-91. 

^Meanwhile, Heidegger's attitude toward the mystical is 
influenced by Holderlin, and in his later works, Heidegger turns 
to the poetry of Holderlin. When Heidegger speaks about the 
mystical, he mainly refers to gods in the poetry of Holderlin 
rather than theology in general. In Holderlin's concept of the 
"gods" or "Nature", Heidegger has found what he needs for his 
notion of Being which is, as Heidegger sees it, prior to all 
beings. Meanwhile, Heidegger speaks about an aesthetic joy, a 
joy of the mystery when one experiences the unknown aspect of 
Being. Heidegger, then, contends: "That is why the poet, almost 
as soon as he spoke the line about the mystery of the reserving 
proximity, has to descend to the phrase: 'Foolish is my speech.' 
But nevertheless he is speaking. The poet must speak, for 'It 
is joy.* ...The writing of poetry is not primarily a cause of 
joy to the poet, rather the writing of poetry is joy, is 
serenification, because it is in writing that the principal 
return home consists... To write poetry means to exist in that 
joy, which preserves in words the mystery of proximity to Most 
Joyous." See Martin Heidegger, Existence and Being, p.280-281. 

41Jacques Derrida, Dissemination, p.67. 

4^see Funf Yu-lan, Chuang Tzu, with Commentary by Kuo Hsiang. 
p.24. 

4^An anonymous Daoist Chan poem translated from chan yu zhongguo 
wenhua. p.124. 

44Mark C. Taylor, who follows Derrida's argument that negative 
theology is a kind of "hyperessentiality", contends that "The 
absent color embodied in black is actually the result of the 
absence or total absorption of light... Black, in other words, 
issues from the total presence of light." See Mark C. Taylor's 
essay "Think Naught", Negation and Theology, p.29. 
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Chapter Four 

The Philosophical and the Poetical 

Music heard so deeply 

That is not heard at all, 

but you are the music 

While the music lasts. 

- T.S. Eliot 

According to the Daoist philosophy, when we are 

listening to the music of the Heaven/Dao {tianlai zhi yin 

t we are not simply listening, for we are the part 

of the music. This is also what Zhuangzi calls the state of 

"symphonic piping (notes) of man and the Dao" in which there 

is no distinction between the musical notes and the hearer, 

between the inner self and external object. The music lasts 

because it is not heard. 

Like music, poetry for Daoist philosophers is a kind of 

"speech" from the Heaven which transcends either words or 

silence because of its unique suggestive power of the 

ineffable. The poetic prayer in Western negative theology, on 

the other hand, also attempts to go beyond the conceptual 

reduction of the divine, and as such go beyond onto-theology. 

In this chapter I will discuss poetic-philosophical 

traditions in Daoism and negative theology, and explore how 

poetry or prayer, in an apophatic manner, overcomes the 

limits of language - especially the language in philosophical 
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discourse - to embrace the realm of the unknown, the 

ineffable, the divine, and the infinite. Meanwhile, I will 

examine the "poetic turn" in modern and contemporary Western 

philosophical discourse, and discuss how this "turn" is 

connected to the post-modern discourse 

of anti-metaphysics. It is my contention that poetic 

discourse disturbs and displaces a certain logical order and 

a certain conceptual hierarchy in philosophical discourse. 

Philosophers, Theologians and Poets 

Quite often, we hear the statement that "Zhuangzi has a 

style of Plato" in the sense that his writings, like Plato’s 

dialogues, belong to a literary genre of what Aristotle has 

classified as one "between poetry and prose." Plato, however, 

still feels a strong need to distinguish the two (i.e., 

poesis vs. logos) by drawing an explicit distinction between 

metaphorical illustrations in poetic language and 

demonstrative accounts of logical language in philosophy, and 

arguing that the former is inferior to the latter. 1 One of 

the major reasons that Plato has trouble with poetry is 

because he believes that poetry appeals to emotions. The poet 

speaks something that he himself cannot understand and as 

such, there is no logos in poetic works. 

Many philosophers/theologians of reason see poetic 

language as improper to philosophical discourse. Thomas 

Aquinas, for instance, writes poetry as a hobby, yet his 
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theological discourse strictly follows a formalized structure 

of scholastic methodology, i.e., the structure of onto- 

theology.2 Medieval scholasticism maintains an "objective" 

and "intelligible" account of Being as something which is 

already in existence prior to human existence. Plotinus, for 

instance, who speaks of contemplative thinking yet regards 

metaphorical thinking as the "lower flux of sensation," and 

contends that we cannot apprehend intelligible entities with 

the imagination (phantasia) but only with the faculty of 

contemplation (nesis). Nevertheless, we are not surprised 

to see images, metaphors, or analogies in philosophical as 

well as theological discourse, including those which attempt 

to exclude "non-philosophical language." Augustine, for 

example, directly employs the term "imagination" (imaginatio) 

to explain the importance of images in the process of 

understanding the gospels. Yet Augustine is ambivalent on the 

use of images, for he also contends that intellectual vision 

alone is enough for intuiting the world of essence.3 Among 

Western philosophers, there is a group of thinkers who speak 

about the co-existence of philosophy and poetry. For example, 

Pascal who maintains that "The heart has reasons of which 

reason knows nothing, " has adopted a poetic writing style in 

his philosophical works. Kant, who insists on the function of 

reason, also admits that there is an inescapable figurative 

nature in all philosophical expressions. German Romantic 

philosophy as well as German poetry after Kant - from 
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Novalis, Schiller, and Schelling to Nietzsche, Hdlderlin, and 

Dilthey - is characterized by a poetic spirit, where 

imagination, intuition, fantasy and feeling have played 

important roles. Nietzsche, as a "philosopher-artist", 

insists on replacing logical speculation with poetic 

creation; Kierkegaard, who himself is, in many respects, a 

poet, prefers poetic language to straightforward prose. 

Heidegger’s claim that logic is the invention of school 

teachers, not of philosophers is made directly against anti- 

poetic thinking from Plato, Aristotle, Descartes to Hegel who 

themselves cannot completely avoid metaphors or figures of 

speech for philosophical analogy and argument. Derrida uses 

the philosophy/poetry distinction in order to deconstruct it, 

pointing out that the death of metaphor will not be the death 

of philosophy, and that philosophical discourse without 

metaphors is simply a "dream". 

The Chinese tradition in general and the Daoist 

tradition in particular, makes no such obvious opposition 

between poetry and philosophy as in the West, basically 

because there is no opposition between reason and emotion, 

where emotion is inferior to reason. For instance, in the 

Book of Poetry, one of the earliest collections of poems in 

the Chinese literary history, we have the statement, "Poetry 

is where heart/mind {zhi) goes." (shi yan zhi . The 

word "zhi" that has a radical "heart" indicates a 
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meaning of both mind and heart, will and emotions. Because of 

this kind of understanding of poetry, even philosophical 

schools of "reason" (morality) like Confucianism see poetry 

as an important part of their philosophical discourse. 

Poetry, according to Confucian moralists, can serve as a kind 

of moral instruction. Within the Daoist tradition, on the 

other hand, poetry is seen as a form of contemplation, and 

metaphorical language is encouraged because of its suggestive 

power and indefinable meaning. 

In contrast to the conceptualized language of 

philosophy, poetry is silent in terms of its own logos, if 

there is any. The poet is not expected to give an account of 

poetry, because there is no definite one that can be given. 

Poetry disturbs and displaces a certain logical order and a 

certain conceptual hierarchy. So does the Dao; and so does 

the God of negative theology. 

The "Voice" of the Dao 

Although the Dao connotes such meanings as harmony, 

wholeness, spontaneity, and naturalness, the Daoist 

philosophers do not want to deal with a straight-forward 

question "what is the Dao?” or "What is the essence of the 

Dao?" The what-is-the-Dao question is at odds with the 

fundamental Daoist belief that the Dao cannot be objectified 

and conceptualized. This kind of "what-less-ness" marks a 
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significant difference between the philosophical language in 

the West since Plato which depends on the capturing of 

Being/beings * nature in definitions, and that in Daoism which 

is content to let the questions rest with poetic suggestions. 

Zhuangzi is, for instance, known as a "rich reservoir of 

imageries".4 Many of the images he uses such as the "dry 

wood" and "dead ashes" have become everyday 

idioms today in Chinese language. Zhuangzi maintains that 

there are things which analysis cannot analyze, and there are 

thing which argument cannot argue. Burton Watson, who has 

translated Zhuangzi into English, has observed that Zhuangzi 

...though he writes in prose, uses words in the manner 

of a poet, particularly in the lyrical descriptions of 

the Way (Dao) or T{D)aoist sage. In the broader sense 

of the word, his work is in fact one of the greatest 

poems of ancient China.5 

Therefore, the work Zhuangzi is usually seen as both a 

piece of philosophical work and of poetic creation. 

Zhuangzi*s statement that "Heaven and earth are nothing but a 

finger, the ten thousand things are nothing but a horse," 

implies his critique of the philosophers of the late-Moist 

"logic" school of his time, who, according to Zhuangzi, are 

engaging in a futile game of right and wrong distinction, and 

as such they are "idle debaters". Zhuangzi, like Chan 

philosophers, uses intentional nonsensical statement to cut 
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through logical conceptions. But unlike Chan philosophy which 

denies the use of words completely, Zhuangzi turns to poetic 

and metaphoric language for transcending the limits of the 

word. Poetry, for him, has immeasurable potentialities for 

creativity. 

"Empathy" is emphasized by Daoism. According to Daoists, 

the empathetic union of self and object is not merely an 

aesthetic experience but a way of life in general; and this 

experience is known yet difficult to describe in words 

because it is ineffable. The problem of knowing is expressed 

in the following often cited parable; 

Zhuangzi and Huizi were strolling along the dam of the 

Hao River when Zhuangzi said, "See how the minnows 

come out and dart around where they please! That’s 

what fish really enjoy." Huizi said, "You are not 

fish, how do you know what fish enjoy?" Zhuangzi 

said, "You are not I, so how do you know I don't 

know what fish enjoy?" Huizi said, "I’m not you, so I 

certainly don't know what you know. On the other hand, 

you're certainly not fish, so that still prove you 

don't know what fish enjoy!" Zhuangzi said, "Let's go 

back to your original question. You asked me how I 

know what fish enjoy, so you already know I knew it 

when you asked the question. I know it by standing 

here beside the Hao (Zhuangzi, 7). 

Here, Zhuangzi speaks about the possibility of empathy, 

but refuses to answer Huizi's question of "how". He replaces 
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the question "how" with "where" by saying "I know it by 

standing here beside the Hao." Since knowing something 

through standing by the Hao River is not an experience that 

every one has, Zhuangzi's ambiguous answer implies that the 

experience of knowing, or the experience of empathy cannot be 

conceptualized in a universal term. For Zhuangzi, empathy is 

a pure experience of feeling with fish, or "feeling happiness 

and sorrow with flowers and birds". It is an experience of 

self in object and object in self (wuwo jiaorong $}$%$£]$&) . 

This empathy, from Daoist perspective, is both an experience 

in general and an aesthetic experience in particular, in 

which a unification of subject and object, the knower and the 

known is achieved by immediate, spontaneous interaction, and 

in which the Dao can be revealed, and the voice of the Dao 

can be heard unexpectedly (bu qi er zhi, . 

Accordingly, Zhuangzi tells us when we ask: 

Does the Dao exist? 

Is it then a "thing that exists" 

can it "non-exist"? 

Is there then a "thing that exists" 

that "cannot not exist"? 

To name the Dao 

is to name no-thing, 

The Dao is not the name 

of "an existent". 

"Cause", and "chance" 

have no bearing on the Dao. 

The Dao is a name 
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that indicates without defining. 

The Dao is beyond words 

and beyond things. 

It is not expressed 

either in word or silence. 

Where there is no longer word or silence 

the Dao is apprehended. 

(Zhuangzi, 27). 

By using "incoherent literary ejaculation",7 ambiguous and 

obscure statement, Zhuangzi demonstrates paradoxes in order 

to uncover the inherent contradictories of words and logic. 

Thomas Merton, a Western religious thinker who writes about 

Daoism and the Chan, has pointed out that "the flogic' of the 

Chan is a radical reversal of philosophical logic." He then 

argues : 

The human dilemma of communication is that we cannot 

communicate the ordinary without words and signs, but 

even ordinary experience tends to be falsified 

by our habits of verbalization and rationalization. 

The convenient tools of language enable us to decide 

beforehand what we think things mean, and tempt 

us all too easily to see things only in a way that 

fits our logical preconceptions and our verbal 

formulas. Instead of seeing things and facts as they 

are we see them as reflections and verifications 

of the sentences we have previously made up 

in our minds. We quickly forget how to simply 

see things and substitute our words and our formulas 

for the things themselves, manipulating facts so that 

we see only what conveniently fits our prejudices. Zen 
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uses language against itself to blast these 

preconceptions and to destroy the specious "reality" 

in our minds so that we can see directly. Zen is 

saying, as Wittgenstein said, "Don’t think: Look!"** 

When Wittgenstein says: "Look!" he embraces a 

Heideggerian notion that something which cannot be said in 

words can be shown in things. "Saying is Showing," says 

Heidegger, "Saying is in no way the linguistic expression 

added to the phenomena after they have appeared... Saying 

sets all present beings free into their given presence and 

brings what is absent into their absence. Saying pervades and 

structures the openness of that clearing which every 

appearance must seek out and every disappearance must leave 

behind." 9 

The poetic thinking in Daoism is also demonstrated by 

poets, especially those in the periods of Wen and Jin who 

prefer to use poetry to illustrate Daoist thought. This genre 

of poetry is called xuanyan shi ( & g j|è) , the "poetry with 

mystical language". One of the well known poets of this kind 

is Sun Chuo 320-377) who once writes a poem that 

expresses the Daoist notion of natural transformation: 

Look up, I view the vastness of creation, 

Look down,I survey the existence of living things. 

Contingencies come and go, disasters arise, 

The good and bad displace one another. 
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Man’s wisdom is clouded by greed, 

His understanding cramped by feelings. 

In the wilds, he suffers from withering cold, 

At court, he meets with sultry heat. 

Failure would strike him with sudden terror, 

Success would make him unable to contain 

himself for joy. ^ 

In a poem written by Tao Qian (pfEjJJfl 372-430), another 

Daoist poet of the same period , we have: 

Let yourself drift on the stream of change, 

Without joy and without fear. 

When end is due, let it come; 

No need to worry any more then.11 

Obviously, the above two poems express the Daoist idea of 

non-oppositional thinking in terms of the alternation of yin 

and yang, good and bad, fortune and misfortune. This way of 

thinking is, according to Daoism, a liberation from fear, 

especially the fear of death. According to Zhuangzi, both 

life and death are the forces of natural transformation, and 

therefore one should not "disturb the process of change"1^ by 

accepting death as one would accept life. As we read: 

The clouds make their movement 

without consciousness from mountain peaks, 

The birds, growing tired of flying 

knowing it is time to return.1-^ 
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It is not simply an attitude of passivity, but like clouds 

and birds, one goes with the spontaneous movement of nature, 

and in so doing one can be totally free. This opening of one 

self to nature allows one to make the entrance into an active 

relationship with things that is free and not injurious to 

ourselves. 

The Dao and Poetry as Intuitive 

One of the major reasons that accounts for a close 

relation of poetry to the Dao is a shared idea of intuition. 

As I pointed out in the previous chapter, intuitive knowledge 

is seen by Daoist philosophers as real knowledge and poetry 

is also seen by many Chinese poets and critics as 

contemplative and intuitive. This understanding of poetry 

vis-à-vis the Confucian understanding of poetry as moral 

instruction is further emphasized when the Chan tradition of 

intuition is introduced into Chinese poetry. 

Lu Ji 261-303), a poet and literary critic speaks 

about his experience of poetic creation as follows: 

In the beginning, suspend vision, bring back hearing, 

become lost in contemplation to reach out for 

contact - their spirit gallops into the eight 

limits of cosmos, there mind glides into 

millions of miles of space. Reaching, the full feel 
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of things, at first, a glimmer, gathers into luminosity 

when all things are brightened and clarified, each 

lighting up the other onward. 

Contemplation in the Daoist philosophy implies that the 

highest form of knowledge does not tread on the path of 

reason nor fall into the trap of concepts and formulas. Words 

can only give suggestions but not the definite meaning. This 

idea of suggestion is also used in the Chan practice. Here is 

an example of Chan teaching: When a student asks his master 

how to obtain a Chan experience, the Chan master answers: 

The most important thing in life is the "0". If you 

want to get the "0", you have to try to be away from 

the "0". If you are the real person with the "0", you 

are the "0" "0".15 

What then is "0”? Is it "heart", "emptiness", "nothing", or 

"void". Nobody knows for sure. The Chan master does not give 

a straightforward answer because there is no straightforward 

answer. What he can give is suggestion, and its effect 

depends on the hearer. We say "the Chan teaches nothing" in 

the sense that it teaches "no thing". 

In Canglang Remarks on Poetry, Yan Yu 1195-1245), 

one of the most influential critics who speaks about the 

relation between poetry and the Chan, believes that the best 

poetry is the one that has a Chan spirit: 
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In general, the way of the Chan lies in its intuitive 

apprehension, so does the way of poetry. For instance, 

Meng Jiao's learning was inferior to Han Yu's, yet his 

poetry is superior. This was due to his complete 

reliance on intuitive apprehension. Only through this 

can one be one's true self and show one's natural 

colors.16 

Yan Yu insists that poetry cannot be "learned,'* just as 

the Dao or Chan cannot be learned. Therefore, for him poetry 

that is not concerned with principles is the best of all. 

According to Yan Yu, both poetry and the Chan require 

intuitive apprehension (miaowu, * 

The poet, like the Chan practitioner, seeks to attain to a 

calm contemplative state of mind, i.e., a state of self- 

forgetting. The "natural colors" or "original colors (ben se 

" is a term used by both Daoist and Chan Buddhists, 

which is similar to Laozi's notion of "naturalness {zi ren)". 

Good poetry, then, should be a spontaneous expression of the 

poet's feeling or vision of the world instead of following 

specific rules, or having flamboyant ornate style. Thus "the 

pen goes where the heart goes." For Yan Yu, poetry requires a 

kind of talent and interest which has nothing to do with 

books and reasoning. The secret of poetry is the sudden 

enlightenment or illumination that cannot be conveyed in 

words. Therefore, both Daoists and Chan masters prefer a 

suggestive expression to a direct communication. "The Chan is 
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the poetry without poetic language, and poetry is the Chan 

without the Chan language." This saying has become popular 

when poets turn to the Chan for inspiration, and the Chan 

masters turn to poetry for expression. The art of the Chan, 

like the art of poetry requires a giji, , that is, a 

moment for a flash of intuitive understanding. 

Alhough "The Dao (way) of poetry is hidden and long, the 

Dao (way) of the Dao is mysterious and dark, "l? the Daoist 

philosophers still express; although "The Dao that can be 

spoken of is not the constant Dao, " the Daoist poets still 

speak. For Daoists, the language of poetry, with its powerful 

suggestiveness, its imagination, and openness to one's heart 

and nature, can transcend the limits of words and non-words, 

as well as the limits of time and space. And this poetic 

language denotes an absence of a fixed, literal, and 

univalent meaning, for it always has a "surplus of meaning". 

As Yan Yu has observed, poetry is "like music in the air, 

color in the form, the moon in water and image in mirror with 

meaning reaching out to infinitude."18 

Poetry, like the Dao has no boundaries. Whoever realizes 

infinitude is the one who "rides the clouds and mist, 

straddles the sun and moon, and wanders beyond the four 

seas."19 

God and The Poetic Prayer 



163 

John of the Cross, one of the most influential 

contemplatives in the Western tradition, employs poetic 

language with suggestive metaphors to express what he 

believes is ineffable. In his poem "Dark (or Obscure) Night", 

he writes: 

One dark night 

Inflamed with love and longing. 

0 delightful flight! 

Unseen, I slipped away, 

All being still within my house. 

1 pitch blackness, secure, 

I found a secret way. 

0 delightful flight! 

In darkness, 

All being still within my house. 

It is the joyous night 

Secretly, unseen by anyone, 

1 saw nothing 

And had no other light and guide 

Save the fire, the fire inside. 

This light guided me 

More truly then the light of the day, 

To where one awaited me 

Whom I knew well, 

In a place where no one else appears. 

O night my guide! 

O night more lovely than the dawn! 

O tender night that joined 
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Lover to beloved 

Transforming the lover in her loved one. 

Upon my flowering breast. 

Which I saved for him alone, 

He lay sleeping there. 

And I caressed him 

And a fan of cedars stirred the air. 

The breeze from the ramparts, 

When I was playing with his hair, 

With its serene hand 

Fell upon my neck, wounding it, 

And suspending all my senses. 

I lay abandoned, lost to my self, 

And I lay my face on my love. 

All ceased. I left my being, 

Leaving my cares 

Forgotten among lilies.20 

The above verses attempt to convey a feeling of the 

fusion of personal and transcendental imagery, that is, the 

union of love. It is a moment of rapture of the mystic when 

the affirmation of love is accompanied by a negation of the 

mind in its serenity and darkness. 

As we mentioned earlier, there are some fundamental 

differences between Neoplatonism and negative theology, that 

of Meister Eckhart in particular, yet one aspect where 

negative theology does demonstrate its connection to 

Neoplatonism is its predilection for poetic language. Both 
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Pseudo-Dionysius and Eckhart hold a positive view toward 

poetry and poetic language. In fact, the major part of 

Pseudo-Dionysius' Mystical Theology and parts of Eckhart's 

Sermons are composed in a form of poetic prose. Eckhart 

frequently cites the Gospel of John in his own speech partly 

because of the unique poetic style of the John. Eckhart 

himself is often regarded as an "artist-preacher". As Reiner 

Schumann points out that Eckhart 

turns toward Neoplatonism in his quest for a language 

that would suit his intuition of identity. From this 

shift in vocabulary he expects a language that would 

overcome the exteriority of man "before" God and would 

allow us to see man introduced "into" God.21 

Like Augustine, Eckhart sees the power of the poetic, 

and rhetorical expression in preaching. Eckhart admires 

poetry because of its music-like refrains and its limited 

images. Consequently, we see many images in Eckhart's 

writings, such as the river of light, the spark of the soul, 

and the waves of the sea. 

Meanwhile, Eckhart relies upon prayer in his preaching, 

because he believes that prayer has a poetic mode, rather 

than upon straightforward theological claims. According to 

Eckhart, prayer is powerful because it "proceeds from an 

empty spirit," and it evokes in one the creation of something 

other than one's own language. The transformation from 
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theology into poetic prayer is a transformation from 

conceptual reasoning to meditative evocation that involves 

hearing rather than speaking. Eckhart insits that "we ought 

to pray so powerfully that we should like to put our every 

member and every strength/ our two eyes and ears, mouth, 

heart and all our senses to work."22 Pseudo-Dionysius, in a 

similar manner, posits, "(W)e would raise ourselves by our 

prayers to more sublime ascent of the divine and good rays, 

just as if a brilliantly lit cord, suspended from the highest 

heaven and brought down to us, is always grasped so that we 

ascend upwards to it by putting one hand over the other. It 

would seem as if we were bringing it down whereas, in fact, 

we do not bring it down ... but we ourselves are raised up 

toward the most sublime splendors or its brilliantly lit ray" 

(Sermon, 23). Thus, we read Pseudo-Dionysius' poetic 

expression: 

Into the dark beyond the light 

we pray to come, 

through not seeing and not knowing 

• • 4 

we do this we may see 

the darkness beyond being 

which is hidden by all the light in beings.23 

Having realized the limitations of language and the 

undivided meaning of the Word, John of the Cross argues: 



167 

To reach satisfaction in all 

desire its possession in nothing 

To come to possess all 

desire the possession of nothing. 

To arrive at being all 

desire to be nothing 

To come to the knowledge of all 

desire the knowledge of nothing. 

• * • 

And when you come to the possession of the all 

you must possess it without wanting anything. 

Because if you desire to have something in all 

your treasure in God is not purely yours all. 

In this nakedness the spirit finds 

its quietude and rest. 

For in coveting nothing 

nothing weights it down, 

Because it is in the center of its humility. 

When it covets something 

in this very desire it is wearied.24 

In another poem entitled "Song of the Soul That Rejoices 

in Knowing God Through Faith," John of the Cross sings: 

For well I know the spring that flows and runs 

Though it is night. 

That fountain, eternal, is well hidden, 

and I know where she springs, 

Though it is night. 

I do not know her origin, for she has none, 

Yet I know that in her all things have their origin, 

Though it is night. 
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I know there cannot be a thing of such beauty, 

And that heavens and earth drink there. 

Though it is night...25 

It is in this visualized poem with poetic imagination 

that John of the Cross presents his preaching in terms of 

darkness with its implication of unconcealment in 

concealment. "Darkness" is an image frequently deployed by 

negative theology, according to which, the empty spirit with 

its intuitive apprehension can receive the "dark knowing". In 

prayers, like in poetry, we find a language opening to new 

realms where there is a genuine giving and receiving. The 

simplicity of prayers, then, leads to a union with God, as 

what we read in Eckhart's argument: 

When you open your heart, there he (God) stands and 

tarries and waits to find someone ready to open up to 

him and let him in. You don't need to call him from 

afar; he can scarcely wait for you to open to him. He 

is a thousand times more eager for you than you for 

him.26 

I would suggest therefore that both poetry in Daoism 

and contemplation of God in prayers require the calmness of 

the heart/mind. If for Daoists wu is infinite, for negative 

theologians todo y nada is also infinite. Thus, both poetry 

and prayer, as a form of apophatic "speech, " are directed 

toward the infinite that transcends the limitations of 
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language. To borrow a term from Heidegger, both poetry and 

prayer have a character to "call", that is, to "invite", to 

"let-reach" instead of "command." Yet, unlike Daoist poets, 

negative theologians speak about metaphors and images with a 

more reserved tone. Prayer and contemplation both depend on, 

and exclude images and words, John Cassians, for instance, 

speaks of images in an attitude of suspension: 

(This prayer) is not concerned with any consideration 

of an image, nor characterized by any sound nor set 

of words. It comes forth from a fiery mental intention 

through an ineffable rapture of the heart by means of 

an inexplicable burst of the spirit.27 

Here is an ambivalence toward images; and this ambivalence is 

also expressed by Eckhart when he speaks of "emptying of 

images." Perhaps, Eckhart, like Zhuangzi, does not want to 

have an attachment to anything, including images. 

Heidegger: Poetic Language as Dis-closure 

In his discourse on language, Martin Heidegger seeks a 

new vocabulary and grammar with which to talk about "Being." 

The conventional philosophical language, according to 

Heidegger, cannot express "Being," because it is directed 

towards a kind of nonambiguous, rigid, and logical 

expression. This no doubt resembles Nietzsche's critique of 

metaphysical language. Yet Heidegger is different from 
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Nietzsche in the sense that the former insists on language as 

the "house of Being," whereas the latter sees language, with 

its dissimulating concepts, as imprisoning us in a pseudo¬ 

reality of our own invention. Heidegger’s interest in 

Hôlderlin’s poetic works indicates his turn to poetry as a 

kin of philosophy, particularly when he has recognized the 

significance of blurring the conventional distinction of the 

philosophical discourse and the poetic one. "Thinking," says 

Heidegger, is "poetizing ... The thinking of Being is the 

fundamental manner of poetizing. "28 This poetic turn in 

Heidegger is closely associated with his concern with the 

question of how to "unlearn" what thinking has been 

traditionally. Poetry, then, offers an alternative to a non¬ 

metaphysical way of thinking. 

On Heidegger’s reading, Hôlderlin writes poetry 

about the essence of poetry - but not in the sense of 

a timelessly valid concept. The essence of poetry 

belongs to a determined time. But not in a such a way 

that merely conforms to this time, as to one which is 

already in existence.29 

In Hôlderlin's notion of time, Heidegger finds what he 

calls a "needy time", or a "needy age" which is a new time 

when there is "a double lack and a double Not." Heidegger 

describes this needy time in terms of night and darkness, 

since man has lost "the way of thinking" because of the way 
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in which the modern technological world view interprets the 

meaning of being. According to Hôlderlin, writing poetry is 

"the most innocent of all occupations." This notion of 

"innocent" is what Heidegger sees as "original". 

Heidegger challenges the conventional view of language 

by arguing that the world manifests itself to us through the 

Saying, i.e., the primordial silence: "To break up here means 

that the sounding word returns into soundlessness... This 

breaking up of the word is the true step back on the way of 

thinking."20 According to Heidegger, the unspeakable is not 

simply the danger (die Gefahr) ; rather it implies the limits 

of speaking, as well as the rigid logic and objectification 

in metaphysical thinking. 

In metaphorical poetry, Heidegger finds a new possible 

way of reaching the unspeakable. Metaphysical language, says 

Heidegger, indicates the loss of "dwelling poetically " in 

language, and calculative thinking destroys the personal and 

poetic character that enables one to approach the Primordial 

Saying. Heidegger continues to argue that since modern 

thinking is overcome by what he calls a "calculative 

thinking", it concentrates "all available energy and 

'interests' in calculating how man may soon establish himself 

in worldless cosmic space." This notion of thinking the earth 

as earth is close to Zhuangzi's notion of thinking naturally, 

and speaking naturally. In poetry Heidegger finds the 
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possible way of freeing oneself from the framework of the 

onto-theological thinking of being: 

The liberation of language from grammar...is reserved 

for thought and poetry. Only poetry stands in the same 

order of philosophy and its thinking...31 

Heidegger regards poetry as a "sacred", or "mysterious" 

language. Poetry is a "piety of thinking". Richard Kearney 

suggests that poetry in Heidegger can be linked with the pre- 

Socratic model of logos, which should not be understood as 

"logical connection between objects," but a "hidden 

ontological attunment (harmonia) of the Word of human 

thinking and the Word of Being" whereas post-Socratic 

metaphysical thinking which has "reduced the logos to logic 

of thinking and made of thinking a matter of correct 

judgment.if Kearney is right, Heidegger’s poetic turn is 

then, consistent with his "return" to the pre-Socratic 

thinking, or in Heidegger’s own words, a correlation between 

"poetic experience" and "the oldest tradition of thought". 

This is to think language from within. That is, instead of 

reducing words to objectified concepts, we use words in a 

non-objectifying way, or as Heidegger says, "saying is that 

which says" (Die Sprache spricht). Heidegger contends that 

Being is unconcealment, the very thing that has been lost by 

"logic" in philosophical discourse. It is in the writing of 

poetry that "the principal return-home consists," that is, in 
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poetic experience, one experiences "unconcealment" and "pure 

serenification": 

When did the development of logic begin? It began when 

Greek philosophy was drawing to an end and becoming an 

affair of schools, of organization and technique. It 

began when eon, the Being of things, was represented 

as Idea and as such became the object of knowledge 

(epistéme). Logic arose in the curriculum of the 

Platonic-Aristotelian schools. Logic is the invention 

of school teachers, not of philosophers. When 

philosophers took it up it was always under more 

fundamental impulses, not for the sake of logic 

itself... Consequently, logic itself and its history 

can never throw adequate light on the essence and 

origin of separation between Being and thinking.33 

However, Heidegger also points out that the emphasis of 

poetic language does not mean one has to give up thought 

altogether, since to surpass the traditional logic does not 

mean the elimination of thought and the domination of sheer 

feeling; it means more radical, stricter thinking, a thinking 

that is "part and parcel of being". It also means that 

thinking is the way of encounter that lets be, and hears, and 

that language is kind of dis-closure that makes "revelatory 

text" possible. While for Daoists one should be listening to 

the voice of the Heaven/Dao, for Heidegger, one should be 

"obedient to the voice of Being" so as to listen to its 

"call". Dis-closure, for Heidegger, then, implies "to lay 
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open" and the "character of having been laid open" in order 

to receive the primordial Being. 

Derrida: Dancing with the Poetic Signifiers 

Jacques Derrida has realized that language bears within 

itself the necessity of its critique. In Margins of 

Philosophy, Derrida questions the Aristotelian distinction 

between proper and non-proper language, and contends that it 

does not present "a very simple, very clear, i.e., central, 

opposition of what will be called proper, literal 

meaning/figurative meaning." In Derrida’s words: 

Nothing prevents a metaphorical lexis from being 

proper, that is appropriate (prepon), suitable, 

decent, proportionate, becoming, in relation 

to subject, situation and things.34 

Derrida is not the first one to advocate a form of non- 

ref erential language. He has himself admitted his 

indebtedness to French poets such as Stéphane Mallarmé. While 

seeking a kind of self-referential, autonomous language, 

Mallarmé treats the poetic structure itself as an end in 

itself, rather than as a medium expressing some "idea" or 

"reality" beyond language. This leads to Mallarmé’s argument 

for analogies between poetry and the "non-representational 

language of music." Derrida's critique of Heidegger’s effort 
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of "speaking things into being," and Saussure's distinction 

between the signifier and the signified derives form his 

acceptance of Mallarmé's argument that language is only 

transcendent in itself, or in Mallarmé's words, language is 

"transcendent in its own right."35 

In his essay entitled "Plato's Pharmacy," Derrida speaks 

of the paradox of mimesis in the metaphysical tradition: 

(Truth) appears, in its essence, as the possibility 

of its own most proper non-truth, of its pseudo-truth 

reflected in the irony, the phantasm, or the 

simulacrum. What is not what it is, identical and 

identical to itself, unique, unless it adds to itself 

the possibility of being repeated as such. And its 

identity is hollowed out by that addition, withdraws 

itself in the supplement that presents it. 36 

Thinking along the line of Mallarmé's non- 

referentiality, Derrida speaks of writing as "mimesis without 

origin," which is a direct critique of the Platonic notion of 

mimesis as a representation of the present {logos) . Derrida 

declares that: 

There is no imitation. The mime imitates nothing. And 

to begin with he does not imitate. There is nothing 

prior to the writing of his gestures. Nothing is 

prescribed for him. No present has preceded or 

supervised the tracing of his writing... They are 

not linked with logos in any order of consequence.37 
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Continuing the Heideggerian challenge of the 

philosophy/poetry dichotomy, one of the tactics of the 

Derridean deconstruetive project is to trespass upon this 

conventional distinction. Derrida argues for the necessity of 

employing metaphors in philosophical discourse, claiming that 

metaphorical language has involved the usage of philosophical 

language in its entirety, and that the dream of a lucid and 

direct language without any use of metaphors "always remains 

a dream at the heart of philosophy."38 For Derrida the death 

of metaphors will be the death of philosophy. What attracts 

Derrida to the function of metaphors is not only its 

limitless suggestiveness, but also its openness to the 

reversibility of the conventional way of reasoning. This 

poetic turn, therefore, not only blurs the distinction 

between logical philosophy and non-logical poetry, but also 

invokes the absolute notion of rationality and non¬ 

rationality, truth and non-truth. The poetic, or metaphoric 

language thus questions the norm of the standard because it 

deliberately deviates from the patterns of thinking to which 

people are accustomed. Poetic language is then a process of 

de-familiarization by which the direct link between the 

representation and what is represented has been 

deconstructed. If Heidegger still sees metaphors as a 

"detour" to approach what would be otherwise unapproachable, 

Derrida refuses to look for what he calls "transcendental 
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signifieds." For Derrida metaphors are no longer mere 

illustrations for something else, rather they are thinking 

themselves. 

Since in Derrida there is a tendency to poeticize 

philosophical discourse, he is sometimes seen by his critics 

as a mere rhetorician, or literateur, and his philosophy is 

nothing but a game of language. Susan Handelman, for 

instance, contends that deconstruction is post-ethical and, 

as such, the deconstructive project is a parallel breakdown 

of both the traditional philosophical discourse of 

metaphysics and ethics.39 Yet Derrida has no ambition to 

replace philosophy with poetry, or with deconstruction. He 

has repeatedly argued that diffêrance, as both "differ" and 

"defer, " is a cluster of ideas to be manifested in various 

relevant philosophical discourses but not to be dominated by 

any single definition or principle. Diffêrance, makes 

difference in time and space possible, yet it is not one of 

the differences, consequently it cannot be categorized in 

terms of things which embody differences. In doing so Derrida 

tries to avoid seeing diffêrance as a being, without 

necessarily denying the ethical implications in diffêrance. 

John Caputo in his "ethics of dissemination" also contends 

that the ethics of a-letheia is not anti-ethics, for it does 

not suggest the rejection of ethics as such; rather it 

indicates a critique of the Cartesian pretense of an 

objective, unambiguous, and logical expression of truth, as 
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well as the notion of an absolute and transcendental truth.40 

The Derridean différance, therefore, like the Dao, indicates 

infinitude and constant change. 

Irony and Polyvalence 

Irony as a poetic trope is many-layered and highly 

complex. Goethe says, "Irony is the little grain of salt 

which alone renders the dish palatable." That is, irony 

appeals to and initiates an open search for meanings other 

than conventional knowledge. Because irony does not always 

say what it means, it is, like metaphor, indefinable. This 

is, perhaps, why Goethe thinks irony is a "palatable" dish. 

Meanwhile, irony creates a possibility of detachment. 

The ironist wants a distance, detachment from his/her own 

words. If the ironist's voice is truly muted behind the 

ironic discourse, it is true that his/her stance lies well 

above the ironic discourse. For instance, Zhuangzi maintains, 

"speech is not merely blowing winds. It is intending to say 

something. But what it is intending to say is not 

established. Is there really such a thing as speech? Is there 

really no such thing as speech?" (Zhuangzi, 2) This non¬ 

committal characteristic is also an all-embracing 

characteristic, which enables the hearer to experience "as 

many sides of the issue as his originality allows."4* 

Kierkegaard comments on the "philosophical indirection" of 

irony as follows: 
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As there is something forbidding about irony, so also 

it has some extraordinary seductive and enchanting 

moments. The disguise and mysteriousness which it 

entails, the telegraphic communication it 

initiates, inasmuch as the ironists must always 

be understood at a distance ... it (irony) relishes 

divine freedom acknowledges no bonds ... (it is) free 

from all cares.42 

Wayne Booth sees irony as something that 

undermines clarities, opens up vistas of chaos, and 

either liberates by destroying a dogma or destroys by 

revealing the inescapable canker of negation at the 

heart of every affirmation.43 

Those who read Zhuangzi could see whenever we take 

Zhuangzi’s discourse literally, what we have is nonsense, 

inconsistency, falsehood, or even immorality. Thus Zhuangzi 

notes: 

The Great Man in his teaching is like the shadow 

following form, the echo following sound ... He dwells 

in the echoless, moves in the directionless, ... 

wanders in beginningless ... Being selfless, how then 

can he look upon possession as possession? He who 

fixed eyes on possession was the "gentleman" of 

ancient times. He who fixed eyes on nothingness is 

the true friend of heaven and earth (Zhuangzi, 11). 
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Wu Kuang-ming has criticized what he calls a "cognitive 

literalism" which attempts to place the Daoist philosophy 

into a conceptual system of logical precision by 

"demythologizing" the mystical and paradoxical elements in 

Daoist discourse. Chan Hansen (although I have a great 

admiration for his remarkable effort to read Daoist texts 

from a structural-linguistic perspective), has imposed too 

many cognitive assertions on Daoist discourse, especially 

that of Zhuangzi by claiming the fundamental question for 

Zhuangzi is a linguistic one.44 Thus Hanzen neglects the 

fact that very often Zhuangzi, with his ironical and mystical 

"husk", does not argue for a definite position or coherent 

doctrine, since for Zhuangzi, playing various positions is 

what he wants. 

In the same manner, Eckhart's paradoxical statement "A 

life in God is a life without God," or "Let us pray God that 

we may be free of God." should be understood as parody, or 

paradox as a kind of "verbal irony" of those who keep 

speaking about a "life in God" in such a way that God has 

been objectified. Eckhart therefore argues that God can be 

"enjoyed while forgotten, and served in the spirit of play" 

(Sermon, 2). 

Irony and Apophasis 

Since irony speaks something that goes beyond what it 

has spoken; or in Aristotle1s words, "Irony is saying 
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something while pretending not to say it, or calling things 

by the opposite of their real names, " it is a form of 

elliptic affirmation. Kierkegaard has observed that "Irony is 

like the negative way, not the truth but the way."45 Irony is 

indirect, and as such can be ambiguous and interpreted in 

different ways. 

As Irony is seen as "saying something while pretending 

not to say, * it reminds us of the function of apophatic 

discourse which has a similar connotation. Like apophasis 

which involves a double exposure of speaking and silence, 

irony plays with the paradox of both the true and the false 

rather than seeing the true beneath the false. Some critics 

even speak about the identification of irony with allegory. 

Quintilian, for instance, sees irony as the term "which 

applies to words which mean something other than they 

express." Irony then, is a type of allegory in which "meaning 

is contrary to that suggested by words."45 Vladimir 

Jankélévitch, thinking along the same line, argues that 

"Irony could be called, in the proper sense of the word, an 

allegory, or even better, a pseudologia, because it thinks 

one thing, and at the same time says something else." Here, 

Jankélévich uses the notion "allegory" in the sense that 

irony has double or multi-layered meanings. The word 

pseudologia indicates that irony can create "fallacy." 

Certainly there are similarities between irony and 

allegory, such as what Jankélévitch has saidf yet as Booth 
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puts it/ there is a fundamental difference between the two: 

While irony usually involves "some kind of opposition between 

two levels of meaning" such as "contradiction, incongruity, 

or incompatibility", allegory does not always have a kind of 

tension of contradiction that irony has.47 

Derrida also sees the connection between irony and 

allegory, but from a completely different perspective. For 

Derrida, allegory is necessary only because it has supplied a 

kind of structure for ironic subversion. Allegorical 

structure is, according to Derrida, based on the distinction 

between the signified and signifiers, and has offered 

materials for deconstructive ironists to demolish or subvert 

in a manner of parody: 

The movements of deconstruction do not destroy 

structures from the outside. They are not possible and 

effective, nor can they take accurate aim, except by 

inhabiting those structures ... without being able to 

isolate their elements and atoms (structures), the 

enterprise of deconstruction always in a certain way 

falls prey to its own work.4® 

Derrida would accept Kierkegaard's idea that irony does 

not direct toward truth, for it fits the Derridean notion of 

non-closure. In the preface to his translation of Zhuangzi, 

Watson points out that: 
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In the end, the best way to approach Chuang Tzu 

(Zhuangzi), I believe, is not to attempt to subject 

his thought to rational and systematic analysis, but 

to read and re-read his works until one ceased to 

think of what he is saying and instead has developed 

an intuitive sense of mind moving behind the words, 

and of the world in which he moves. 

Watson is definitely right in the notion of reading and 

re-reading with "an intuitive sense of mind". Yet his 

implication that we can understand Zhuangzi if we "move 

behind words” is at odd with Zhuangzi*s notion of non¬ 

fulfillment in either words or non-words . Wu Kuang-ming has 

suggested that the word of "behind" should be replaced by 

"with," therefore, we have "moving with the words." Wu*s 

interpretation is, no doubt, closer to the Daoist spirit. 

Irony, therefore, should not be understood as a mode of 

revelatory language. Like apophasis, irony is a negative way 

to the Dao or God and a rhetorical way of denial. Irony is, 

then, a forceful voice that speaks best in silence; it is a 

detachment from the word that will let the world go; a person 

who is open to a-letheia, dances everywhere but can be 

grasped nowhere. 

Irony as a Play/Jest 

Irony has a nature of play or jest because it evokes the 

possibility of not-knowing and not-understanding. Thus, it is 

no surprise some philosophers would reject irony in terms of 
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its ethical threat. Both Plato and Aristotle speak of irony 

with reservation. Cicero, on the other hand, believes that 

irony is "A choice variety of humor and blended with 

austerity," an example of an "excellent sauce," since he 

regards the jest in irony as a kind of pleasure: 

Irony too gives pleasure, when your words differ from 

your thoughts, not in the way of which I spoke 

earlier, when you assert exactly the 

contradictory ... but when the whole tenor of your 

speech shows you to be solemnly jesting, what you 

think differing continuously from what you say.5° 

The ironical and playful tone of Zhuangzi is quite 

obvious. No wonder Watson points out that it is difficult to 

interpret Zhuangzi, since 

he (Zhuangzi) deliberately turns the value upside 

down, how are we ever to know for certain when he 

is sincerely praising something? This is the 

most serious problem one encounters in the 

interpretation of Taoist writings...51 

Kuang-ming Wu once suggests that we should not neglect 

Zhuangzi, neither should we take him too seriously. It does 

not mean Zhuangzi is not a serious writer. In Kierkegaard's 

words, Zhuangzi, as an ironist "conceals his jest in 

seriousness and his seriousness in jest."5^ When Watson 

speaks about "sincerely praising something," it is quite 
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obvious that he is looking for a kind of straightforward, 

literal meaning which is, in fact, exactly what Zhuangzi 

rejects. 

Like Zhuangzi, the playful nature of Derrida’s thought 

has been pointed out by some of Derrida’s critics. Derrida: 

to laugh at philosophy. Allan Megill claims that Derrida is 

"undoubtedly the most accomplished ironist of our age."53 

Derrida’s writings, with their constant punning, invokes 

"frivolous" game-playing. 

Robert Gall has suggested a relationship between comedy 

and Derridean writings, contending that comedy as utopia, 

refers to a "non-place": 

Derridean deconstruction does not "take place" (n’a 

pas lieu) and becomes a reserve of meaning 

for philosophy in its negativity but aspires to 

a utopia, an undecidable "non-place" of alterity and 

otherness (neither inside nor outside) that marks 

the closure of the history of meaning and being.54 

According to Gall, Derrida belongs to a "comic laughter" 

who sees the world from a utopian perspective. "Utopia" 

implies a detachment from an established structure to a comic 

vision of "non-place" that "works repeatedly to create 

different views of reality that free us from entrapment in 

dominant way of thinking."55 Gall's interpretation reminds us 
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of Kierkegaard's interpretation of irony, as Kierkegaard 

argues that irony, like the "Law", is an "enormous demand, 

for it disdains reality and demands ideality." The one who 

repeats the divine comedy is the one who rejects "objective 

meaning" through an affirmation of life or subjective truth 

(with the comic masks, and ironic fragments), and tells us 

"everything turns out all right in the end." Derrida 

deliberately employs comic laughter which for him is a way of 

exceeding Hegel's thought, for he sees, "...laughter is 

absent from the Hegelian system."56 

In a sense, Zhuangzi's writings, with the playful and 

performative nature, are also marked by a dissatisfaction 

with reality yet by comic attitude. In other words, for 

Zhuangzi, the world is a tragedy written by a comedian. As 

John Wu has pointed out: 

He (Zhuangzi) saw scheming politicians falling into 

pits they had dug for others. He saw predatory states 

swallowing weak states, only to be swallowed in their 

turn by strong ones. Thus the much vaunted utility 

of the useful talents proved not only useless but 

self-destructive.57 

Zhuangzi, in the power of laughter and the irony has 

found a kind of freedom for a man of the Dao. In 

Kierkegaard's words, irony is a "subjective satisfaction." It 

is by means of irony that the subject emancipates himself 

from the constraint imposed upon him. Though Zhuangzi would 
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not completely embrace Kierkegaard’s understanding of 

subjectivity, he surely accepts the latter’s idea of freedom, 

as Fung Yu-lan explains, the man of the Dao ’’accompanies 

everything and welcomes everything, everything being in the 

course of being constructed and in the course of being 

destroyed. Hence he cannot but obtain joy in freedom, and his 

joy is unconditioned. "58 Therefore, in the Daoist poem, we 

read the following verse: 

Let yourself go, 

following the waves of 

the Great Transformation.59 

We do not need to worry, for Daoists tell us, 

"Everything turns out all right in the end." 
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The cricket preys on the snake, the snake preys 
on the frog, and the frog preys on the cricket; 
one preys on the next. So do the words of sages: 
they speak of the imperfection of being and nonbeing, 
they speak of the imperfection of the negation of 
being and being and nonbeing, and then they speak 
of the imperfection of the negation of negation. 
They are, so to speak, sawing up words; only the 
good ones will leave no words behind. 

Qian Zhongshu 

If we borrow Qian Zhongshu's words, neither 

philosophers nor theologians are "good ones" since they have 

not only left words behind but also play with the game of 

circular negations. Based on preceding discussions, the 

final chapter focuses on how Daoist philosophy undermines 

conceptual dualism by way of negation, and how negative 

theology struggles with both fullness and nothingness in 

terms of God and the discourse about God. As I suggested 

earlier that apophasis is a kind of double movement of 

discourse, in this chapter, I employ a Derridean term 

dénégation to demonstrate that negativity in both Derrida 

and Zhuangzi embraces a double movement of a simple negation 

and a negation of negation that does not come to an end. The 

final line of inquiry deals with the notion of "play" in 

negativity and its constructive meanings in philosophical 

discourse. 
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"Fan" and the Limits of Reversal 

In the Laozi, we have "The Dao is fan (reversal 2J£) 

or "The Sages know the Dao (dao), understand change {bain), 

and use reversal (fan).” The word fan has basic meanings: 

l)negation as opposed to affirmation (zheng JE); 2)reversal. 

Sometimes Laozi also uses another fan (returning , such 

as "The attainment of the Dao is returning to the root." 

Thus we have Wang Bi's interpretation, "Reversal is 

returning.wl 

Yet how do we understand Laozi's notion of Fan? No 

doubt, we can easily find that many concepts which have been 

traditionally privileged are replaced by their opposite 

ones, as the following column shows: 

A B 

action 

knowing 

male 

honor 

useful 

big 

hard 

strong 

loss 

extend 

eloquence 

advance 

being 

non-action 

not-knowing 

female 

humility 

useless 

small 

soft 

weak 

win 

retain 

silence 

retreat 

non-being 
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The above column shows that Laozi accords priority to B over 

A that is traditionally preferred. The idea that the Dao is 

the nonbeing by which being is made possible is suggested 

when Laozi makes an analogy between the Dao and the holes of 

a flute. The Dao is empty like the hole of a flute without 

which the flute cannot function. "Returning is the movement 

of the Dao; contends Laozi, "Weakness is the usefulness of 

the Dao. The myriad things are born from being, and being is 

born from nonbeing" (Laozi, 40.) This reversal of nonbeing 

to being is also suggested in the images Laozi has deployed: 

a "hub", a "vessel", a "hole", the "space", the "valley" 

spirit, the "dark female", etc. Then we have to ask: Is 

Daoism simply a philosophy of reversal? The answer is both 

"yes" and "no". There are several elements that account for 

the reason why Daoism has been treated as a philosophy of 

negation/reversal in traditional interpretations: 

1) Laozi*s own ambiguity on this issue. In the Laozi we 

read, on the one hand, "The foundation of the high lies in 

the low; the root of honor lies in the humble;" the function 

of being/presence (you) lies in nonbeing/absence (wu)... 

This is its reversal... Therefore, it is said: Reversal is 

the movement of Dao," on the other, we have Laozi* s 

argument, the Dao is the non-distinction of you and wu. 



195 

2) the interpretations of the Laozi by the School of the 

Dark Learning of the Wei & Jin Periods, especially Wang Bi's 

commentary on the Laozi, in which the notion of "absence" or 

"nonbeing" rather than "presence" or "being" is emphasized. 

Therefore, the School of the Dark Learning is traditionally 

seen as a "philosophy of metaphysical wu." 2 

3) the emphasis on fan (reversal) for political reasons in 

the anti-Confucian philosophical school of Han Feizi. This 

school is also known as "Legalism" ( fajia , which 

advances a law-based rule to argue against Confucius' 

politics of propriety (li).2 

4) the syncretism of Daoism and Buddhism. The idea of wu is 

further emphasized in later Daoist philosophical discourse 

so as to be compatible with the Buddhist notion of 

"emptiness" (kongâ?).^ 

However, it is misleading if we understand Daoist 

philosophy, especially Zhuangzi's philosophy simply as a 

philosophy of negation or reversal. Laozi speaks of reversal 

yet also suggests that reversal is the means not the end in 

the sense that reversal is a necessary step toward a non¬ 

dual view of the opposition, as Laozi says, "To be aware of 

the non-differentiation is a profound attainment that is 

deep and far-reaching. It is the reversal of conventional 
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things, yet it leads to great harmony with the Dao (nai fu 

zhi yu da shun ) " To undermine conceptual 

dualism, Laozi shows that the hierarchy of binary 

oppositions of column A and column B can be easily reversed. 

The movement of reversal is then for the purpose of a non- 

dualistic understanding of wu and you. Therefore, Laozi, on 

the one hand, emphasizes non-action, non-knowledge, non¬ 

power, non-being* and so forth, on the other hand, speaks 

about the balance of opposites by a negation of what has 

been negated. This negation of wu does not aim at a re¬ 

affirmation of you, but at a third position in which the 

distinction between you and wu has been blurred; in other 

words, being is identified with non-being, and non-being 

with being. 

Zhuangzi, by contrast, attempts to exceed the 

opposition of being and nonbeing, of this and that: "The 

’this* is also ’that.* This ’that' is also 'this* ... When 

’this' and 'that* has no opposite, there is the very axis of 

the Dao" (Zhuangzi, 2) and that is "beyond the distinction 

between activity and passivity." According to Zhuangzi, the 

Dao is non-law (wuze JÜJ), yet this non-law does not mean 
political anarchy, or ethical nihilism, but a kind of 

"inverted thinking." In other words, Zhuangzi's non-law is 

itself an implicit rebuke of foundational epistemologies 

claiming to have an objective and absolute truth. The "non- 
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law" should be understood as a rejection of the kind of law 

which is self-justifying, self-sustaining and self- 

sufficient. Heidegger's critique of thinking in the Western 

tradition may offer an answer to Zhuangzi's critique of 

action in Chinese tradition. According to Heidegger, "we 

moderns can learn only if we always unlearn what thinking 

has been traditionally," for (t)hinking is not a means to 

gain knowledge. Thinking cuts furrows into the soil of 

Being." "Thinking itself is a way. We respond to the way 

only by remaining underway. Yet for Heidegger the re¬ 

thought of thinking does not entail the death of reason. 

In his discussion of Chan Buddhism, Robert Magliola has 

cited a piece of dialogue between Manjusri and Virmalakirti, 

which is helpful in understanding Zhuangzi's "inverted 

thinking": 

Manjusri asked: "What is the root of inverted thinking?" 

Virmalakirti replied: "Baselessness is the root of inverted 

thinking." 

Manjusri asked: "What is the root of Baselessness?" 

Virmalakirti replied: "Manjusri, when something is baseless, 

how can it have any root? Therefore, from this baseless 

root everything arises. 

Zhuangzi's negation suggests an objection to logical 

reasoning which is, for him, based on the ontological 



198 

differentiation of you and mi, subject and object. The Dao 

is, according to Zhuangzi, free from conceptualization and 

re-presentation. The Dao is transcendental but does not 

constitute a transcendental ground, for it is the self¬ 

emancipation of ontology from its foundation. Thus 

Zhuangzi's way of looking at the world involves a rejection 

of philosophers' reductionism and conceptualism. 

Heidegger's critique of thinking in the Western 

tradition may offer an answer to Zhuangzi*s negativity. Like 

Heidegger whose re-thought of thinking does not entail the 

death of reason or rationality, Zhuangzi's negative thinking 

indicates thinking/acting with a self-emancipation from a 

traditional view of what thinking/acting is, as Zhuangzi 

says: 

When rest and no rest cease to be, 

Then even oneness disappears. 

From small mind comes rest and unrest 

But mind awakened transcends both. 

(Zhuangzi, 2). 

Dénégation: A Double Movement 

As Daoism is not simply a philosophy of reversal, 

neither is deconstruction. Nevertheless we may find some 

reversals in Derrida's deconstructive vocabularies, as the 

following column shows: 
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speaking 

signified 

identity 

A B 

writing 

interiority 

essence 

transcendental 

presence 

signifier 

difference 

exteriority 

appearance 

phenomenal 

absence 

According to Derrida, the concepts under A are always 

privileged over those under B in Western metaphysical 

thinking from Plato to Hegel, and thus he sees inversion is 

necessary as the first step of deconstruction since the 

problem of metaphysical thinking, according to Derrida, lies 

in its failure to develop an adequate concept of nonbeing or 

absence. Nonbeing is employed by the Hegelian dialectical 

system yet in a dualistic sense, i.e., nonbeing is seen as 

an oppositional term to being, and thus it becomes an 

abstraction as revealed by negation. 

Some critics, such as J.D. Crossan, sees a parallel 

between deconstruction and negative theology, contending 

that Derridars hemeneutic is a form of negative theology. 

Crossan claims that "what Derrida is saying leads straight 

into a contemporary retrieval of negative theology," for 

deconstruction is "a theology articulating itself by a 

philosophy of absence.it should be noted, however, that 

the "de-" prefix in deconstructive terms, as a general 
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tactics of the deconstructive project, is not simply a 

reversal» For Derrida to replace speaking by writing, being 

by nonbeing, or absence by presence is not enough, and as 

such this reversal needs a second deconstruction, as Derrida 

himself contends: 

This (deconstruction) does not, by simple inversion, 

mean that the signifier is fundamental or primary. 

The "primacy" ot "priority" of the signifier would 

be an expression untenable and absurd to formulate 

illogically within the very logic that it would 

legitimately destroy.8 

Derrida has realized that a simple reversal is a new 

form of dogmatism and, as such, a new form of 

logocentricism. Deconstruction, then, indicates two stages: 

a stage of inversion and a stage of displacement. In other 

words, the columns A and B we mentioned above do not exist. 

As neither presence nor absence, deconstruction designates 

that which makes possible the differentiation, polarization, 

and destruction of binary dichotomies. Derrida believes that 

it is the conceptuality, including the strucuture of 

reversal that must be deconstructed. 

Derrida insists that différance is a "middle way" or 

"middle voice"^ because ”différance is not simply active ... 

it indicates the middle voice, it precedes and sets up the 

opposition between passivity and activity.10 According to 
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Derrida, deconstruction as negativity is a way in between' 

activity and passivity, and yet includes both activity arid 

passivity. Deconstruction has, says Derrida, 

set up a pharmacy in which it is no longer possible 

to count by ones, by two, by three; in which everything 

starts with the dyad. The dual opposition (remedy 

poison, good/evil, intelligible/sensible, high/low, 

mind/matter, life/death, inside/outside, speech 

writing, etc.) organizes a conflictual, hierarchically 

structured field which can neither be reduced to unity, 

nor derived from a primary simplicity, nor 

dialectically sublimated or internalized in to a third 

term. 

Derrida's "middle way", or "third term" is close to 

Zhuangzi's notion of the Dao as "walking between two roads" 

{Hang xing, ^jfy), according to which one should give up 

the dualistic thinking of the reality in terms of the 

"either/or" language. Derrida argues, différance marks a 

shift from the metaphysical language of A/non-A to the 

deconstructive language of both-A-and-B and neither-A-nor-B. 

This negative dialectic of differ/defer parallels Zhuangzi's 

notion that the Dao exceeds any ontological differences of 

wu and you. 

Deconstruction should not be understood as a simple 

form of reversal or negation, nor a form of "affirmation- 
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qua-negation," or "affirmation via negativa", i.e., re¬ 

affirming presence through negation. By employing a new term 

"dénégation" Derrida attempts to separate his negativity 

from the traditional form of the "negation of negation" from 

negative theology to the Hegelian philosophy. For Derrida, 

while negativity in negative theology still seeks for 

ontotheological fullness, Hegel*s scheme of negativity in 

the formula of the "identity of identity and difference" 

operates within the framework of identity that codifies and 

systematizes a view of a historical progress and 

intellectual continuation as well as a complete closure in 

the finality of the Absolute Idea. The critique of a closed 

system of negation of negation is dénégation which, 

according to Derrida, is a "double movement" or a "double 

event" that does not indicate a closure or completeness. In 

Klemm's words, dénégation "calls for understanding and 

eludes it." Therefore, negation will not be recovered by 

affirmation, since there is always a transgressive overflow 

(excess) that will remain negative. Dénégation is neither a 

negation nor the opposite of negation (affirmation) ; it is 

not self-sufficient, and as such it adds itself to something 

that is a plus. Dénégation is irreducible because it implies 

an excess of meaning. 

For Derrida however, différance, like dénégation, does 

not assert itself as a principle for it is self-transforming 

in terms of spacing and temporalizing, so it is not simply a 
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pedagogical device; instead it is the very reason why a 

deferring of ousia is necessary. Différance, as a practice 

of both "differing" and "deferring", is no longer operated 

by identity or in the view of identity in terms of a 

reconciatory unity; instead it is operated by difference qua 

difference. As Derrida understands it, Dénégation is an 

attempt to avoid replaying one kind of logocentric certainty 

with another. Like the other deconstructive terms such as 

différancer arche-writing, trace, supplement, dissemination, 

etc., dénégation indicates that everything "deconstructs" 

itself, and in doing so, deconstruction avoids seeking for 

another kind of self-identical "presence". 

In his book Aesthetic Theory, Theodor Adorno speaks of 

negativity as a central feature of aesthetic form, 

contending that "(a)esthetic harmony is negative in relation 

to its elements". H He also argues that aesthetics as 

"absolute negativity" is neither positive nor a negation of 

negation, for the dialectic of aesthetics does not always 

"end in reconciliation" or "telos of identification". 

Derrida's dénégation is close to Adorno's negative dialectic 

in the sense that both of them use dialectic to contend 

against dialectic equivocality, or in Adorno's words, the 

"self-dissolution of dialectics". Dénégation, then, exceeds 

dialectics and the dialectician: it depends on a 

renunciation of the absolute meaning and the complete 

closure of identity; it keeps seeking yet opens itself to 
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the possibility of chance and not-knowing, or even takes the 

risk of death. Dénégation, with its consistent sense of non¬ 

identity, speaks about the non-conceptual, non-system that 

the concept dominates, all that the Hegelian negation 

regards as insignificant and transitory. 

Affirmation Via Negativa 

David Klemm once asks: Is différance in deconstruction 

a divine name. "No" is Derrida's answer, and he insists that 

such a word as différance should not be seen negativive in 

the same measure as the God of negative or apophatic 

theology. According to Mark C. Taylor's interpretation, 

deconstruction is a "non-negative negative a/theology. 

Negative theology is, as Derrida sees it, a mode of 

affirmation via negation, even though negative theology 

shares certain deconstructive characteristics in "detours, 

locutions, and syntax."13 Then what distinguishes 

deconstructition from negative theology in terms of negation 

and negativity? Derrida maintains that any concept of 

negativity 

does not mean anything...(it) is "before" the concept, 

the name, the word, "something" that would be nothing, 

that would be no longer from Being, form presence or 

from the presence of the present, nor even from 

absence, and even less from some hyperessentiality.14 
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As I suggested earlier, Derrida rejects such ideas as 

"secret", "mystical," and "hyperessentiality" in the 

theological discourse of via negativa. Derrida is 

particularly troubled with the notion of a negation of 

negation which is, for Derrida, "hyperessentiality", a 

purest form of affirmation in a negative gesture, 

Deconstructive or disseminative negation, on the contrary, 

is not directed toward an affirmation in the sense of 

fullness because différance or dénégation, as a 

disseminateive negation, commands nothing, rules over 

nothing, and exercises no authority. Instead 

différance/dénégation, according to Derrida, supersedes 

ontotheology with its negation of a "being-present", as 

Derrida tells us: 

Différance is not only irreducible to any ontological 

or theological - ontotheological - reappropriation, but 

the very opening of the space in which ontotheology - 

philosophy - produces its system and its history, it 

includes ontotheology, inscribing it and exceeding it 

without return.15 

From a Derridean perspective, the God of negative 

theology is still operative within the framework of a self- 

contained presence, a "transcendental signifier", or a 

"place" as a "hyperessentiality" that represses and 

excludes. Derrida maintains that the meaning and the 
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signified (God or otherwise) is never a transcendental, 

self-contained presence, but, like the signifier, is always 

a "trace", a mark of the absence of a presence, and 

therefore a presence that is always under erasure. Upon 

Derrida's understanding, negative theology does not stand 

outside metaphysical thinking because there is still what he 

calls a "privilege of the place" or a "privilege of a divine 

perfection" in the discourse of via negativa. Negation in 

negative theology, according to Derrida, is a "certain 

typical attitude to language" that is "inadequate to the 

essence, in truth to the hyperessentiality (the being beyond 

Being) of God." Derrida is particularly troubled by such 

language as the mystic union, the act of unknowing, the 

darkness beyond intellect, the absence of discourse, the 

secret of no, not, without, getting rid of, neither...nor, 

beyond... negation is the answer. Behind the unnamable 

laments, there is a divine name and "(t)here is a secret of 

denial and denial of a secret."1*5 

For Derrida, the secret is the "place", the present, 

and he says, "God is not and He does not take place (il n'a 

pas lieu) or rather He is and takes place, but without Being 

and without place." Something is there, an origin, a 

destination, a home, a center, a site, a realm, a totality 

of the signifier. For Derrida, the place is a "no-place" 

(khora), an absence or lack because of a temporalization of 
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a "detour" that suspends the fulfillment and deploys the 

place. 

The fundamental difference in terms of negation between 

deconstruction and theology's via negativa is that the 

former is a negative discourse from below, i.e. language and 

it is based on what Edith Wyschogrod calls "an ontological 

lack", whereas the latter is the one from above that 

transcends all, including language. Though negative theology 

has, in certain degree, put God under erasure by the 

argument that God is trans-onto-logical (God is neither 

being nor nonbeing, neither existence nor non-existence in 

Pseudo-Dionysius and Meister Eckhart, or God is without 

Being in Jean-Luc Marion.), it still maintains a self- 

contained God (or something), or what Derrida calls "a 

silent intuition of God". Therefore, God in negative 

theology is what I would like to call a "trans-onto- 

presence", that is, a presence without Being. Yet this 

presence without Being, in a strict sense, still remains 

metaphysical, above all because it initiates a self-critique 

of theology beginning from above, from the postulate of 

divine incomprehensibility, a postulate that characterizes 

metaphysical thinking. David Klemm, in response to Derrida's 

dénégation, points out that: 

Pseudo-Dionysius follows twofold path of descent, from 

the one to the many by way of affirmation, and ascent, 
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from the many to the one by way of denial... The 

negative way supplements the positive way by making 

clear that although nothing strictly speaking can be 

ascribed to God, everything in some sense can be 

ascribed to God ...17 

Klemm tries to suggest that Pseudo-Dionysius both affirms 

and negates the proper names of God, and the negative way 

supplements the positive way by correcting its one¬ 

sidedness. I agree with Klemm at this point because negative 

theology through the notion of nothingness, attempts to have 

a trans-onto-logical theology: It is trans-onto-logical 

because God is otherwise than being; and it is theology 

because God exists and transcends all. Negative theology 

seeks to guarantee that human speech about God is in fact 

about God and not the concept of God. Therefore, negative 

theology functions both within and outside affirmative 

theology. 

On the other hand, negative theology struggles with 

both nothingness and fullness of God, as it struggles with a 

dualistic view of transcendence and immanence, essence and 

existence, the world of God and the world of human beings, 

since after all, God is understood to exist apart from the 

phenomenal world. This struggle can be seen from in a poem 

entitled "Oneness" by Ad Reinhardt who is not a theologian 

yet strongly influenced by negative theology, especially 

that of Eckhart: 
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Soundlessness, secondariness, non-duality, 

unmixed being 

Mystical ascent -separation from error, evil 

"from world of appearance, sense 

attractions 

- "divine dark" - "luminous darkness"^-® 

Here, we have "non-duality" on the one hand, and "separation 

from the world of appearance" on the other; we have "divine 

dark" on the one hand, and "luminous darkness, on the other; 

This contradiction , for Reinhardt as an artist, expresses 

his artistic purpose of "retriev(ing) the spiritual in a 

secular culture." Yet Reinhardt is struggling with a 

dualistic opposition of the world of oneness and of 

appearance. Therefore, this oneness, according to Reinhardt, 

is a kind of "fullness" since it is "separate from error, 

evil, appearance and sense attractions." We can also see 

this attraction to "fullness" in Eckhart and Pseudo- 

Dionysius even though negative theology (especially 

Eckhart's godhead) attempts to overcome the dualistic view 

of Neoplatonism by replacing the concept of being with 

"nothingness" which exceeds the dichotomy of being and 

nonbeing. From the Derridean perspective, however, 

nothingness is still a form of fullness, for it posits the 

notion of the divine perfection in terms of an "eternal 

"illumination", and a superessential reality beyond 
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existence in its self-assured certainty and plenitude. This 

nothingness, then, still points to a place, a totality. 

Does Daoist philosophy, on the other hand, escape this 

"fullness"? When the Dao is seen as the hidden origin from 

which all things proceed and to which they return, how does 

the Dao differ from God in terms of the origin? Arthur Waley 

has suggested that the Dao "meant the way the universe 

works... and ultimately, something very like God, in the 

more abstract and philosophical sense of that term." G. 

G. Alexander, on the other hand, translates the Dao directly 

as God, saying "God (Dao) can neither be defined nor 

named."20 

As I pointed out earlier, the Dao has similarities to 

the God of negative theology in the sense that both of them 

are unknowable, yet all-affecting, and both of them imply an 

eternal transformation of unity to multiplicity and from 

multiplicity to unity. The fundamental differences between 

Daoism and negative theology lie in the fact that for Daoist 

philosophers, reality has two aspects and yet is one, the 

Dao-as-no-name and the Dao-as-many-names, whereas for 

negative theologians, God-as-no-name is different from 

reality/beings-as-many-names. When negative theology 

insists, "God is unlimited," it implies that man is limited, 

yet when Zhuangzi says, "the Dao has no boundaries, he 

refers to human reality and existence. Negative theology 

sees the limitations of conceptual thinking for 
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understanding God, whereas Daoism sees the limitations of 

conceptual thinking for understanding anything* 

Upon Chang Chung-yuan's understanding, Daoism is a form 

of "affirmation-qua-negation". He cited from Nishida that 

"the essential meaning of Mahayana Buddhism is to attain to 

absolute affirmation through absolute negation," claiming 

that "this statement is not only true of Mahayana Buddhism 

but also hold true with the philosophy of Chuang Tzu 

(Zhuangzi) in T(D)aoism."21 First Nishida*s statement about 

Mahayana Buddhism remains a question; Second, Zhuangzi, who 

denies anything absolute, would not embrace the notion of 

"absolute affirmation." Certainly, Zhuangzi has mentioned 

about the Dao as the root, telling us that "The ten thousand 

things one by one will return to the root - return to the 

root and not know why." Yet the root is not the "place" in 

the sense of what Derrida has rejected, because it is the 

process of nature that is constantly self-transforming and 

hence constantly self-displacing. According to Daoist 

philosophy, fullness is emptiness and, as Laozi points out, 

one achieves fullness through vacuity/void. The Dao is a 

non-full, non-simple "origin" as it is in negative theology, 

and hence it has no onto-theological implications; neither 

is it an absolute determination of truth. 

Nevertheless, it is very important to be noted that 

Zhuangzi is not Derrida, and Daoism is not deconstruction. 

Daoist philosophy, after all, is not a discourse on the 
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"Other", or the "trace of the other." Daoism, particularly 

in Laozi and Wei & Jin Daoist School, still sees the Dao as 

an undivided whole, still speaks about a Dao-experience as 

an immediate one, and an illumination and self-realization. 

Laozi still maintains that there is always a kind of 

transcendence in the Dao that is unresolvable into 

immanence, and all these would have a "noetic" interval from 

the Derridean perspective. Though Zhuangzi is not 

comfortable to see the Dao as the origin of oneness, he 

still speaks of the Dao as the "shaded light" in the similar 

manner when negative theology speaks of the "dark 

illumination." Though Derrida once claims that Daoism stands 

outside logocentric tradition, he would not accept 

Zhuangzi*s view that language is simply a finger, a fish 

trap, since, from a deconstructionist vantage point, this 

finger/moon or trap/fish opposition still works within a 

framework that privileges the signified to signifiers. the 

sameness, oneness as the "dissimulating substitution for 

center." 

Flux; The Dao and the Trace 

As I suggested in the previous chapters, for Daoists 

the Dao as an undivided whole accounts for its 

unspeakability. Now I will explain another major reason for 

the unspeakability of the Dao, that is, the Dao is 

constantly changing. Accordingly, change (bian ff§) is 
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another crucial word in Daoist philosophy, as Zhuangzi says, 

"The existence of things is like a galloping horse. With 

every movement they become different; at every moment they 

are undergoing transformations" (Zhuangzi, 17}. Zhuangzi 

also says, "Ten thousand things are inherent in the germ, 

but they undergo changes from one form to another" 

(Zhuangzi, 27). The Dao is change, as J.J.L. Duyvendark has 

observed, "The Way, Tao (Dao), here remains a formal notion. 

It is not a First Cause, it is not a Logos. It is nothing 

but the process of change, of growth."22 

The Dao as the way also denotes a flux, as Laozi says, 

"The great Dao flows (^ or $£)," In Laozi, we also see the 

such term as "wander" ($ÿ), "float" (^), drifts" (^), All 

these words have a radical of "water" on the left part of 

the Chinese character, since the flowing of water is the 

principal metaphor in Daoist discourse. The Dao is the 

flowing way of nature. Because of the constant change and 

flux, the Dao cannot be grasped in conceptual terms. The 

world is no longer viewed in static, but in dynamic terms. A 

Daoist poem well illustrates this point: 

Let yourself drift on the water of change 

Without joy and without fear. 

When the end is due, let it come; 

No need to worry any more then.23 
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If in Laozi we still have the transcendent nature of 

the Dao, in Zhuangzi we see how the transcendent has been 

immanentized through an emphasis on the everydayness of the 

Dao. For Daoist philosophers the question is always "Where 

is the Way?" The existential question is always before the 

essential one. The Chinese character "dao" is a 

combination of a radical of ^ ("walking") with a sign of 'ff* 

(the "head"). Therefore "dao" can literally mean to "go 

ahead, " or to "lead the way" as a verb and the "way" as a 

noun. Here, the Daoist philosophers' existential 

understanding of the Dao parallels Heidegger's account of 

the meaning of Dasein in that Daoism emphasizes the 

connection between thinking and living (being). 

One of Heidegger's major criticisms of traditional 

Western ontology is that it overlooks what he calls "the 

worldliness of the world." According to Heidegger, meaning 

is not an eternal objective structure, as suggested in the 

Husserlian Logical Investigations, but an existential 

analytic of Dasein. Meaning is only found so long as there 

is Dasein. Outside Dasein there is nothing but non-meaning. 

Accordingly, for Zhuangzi the meaning of the Dao is found in 

the meanings of daos. To "discover" the knowledge of the 

Dao is not a matter of discovering the final Truth, but of 

coming face to face with the flux of reality, of directly 

confronting and experiencing the world. 



215 

Like Zhuangzi, Derrida insists that his deconstructive 

project is a textual operation that implies an "unfinished 

movement."24 Deconstruction is, therefore, an ongoing and 

always unfinished task; it is "not a position but a praxis, 

not a theoretical outlook or standpoint but an activity 

which is always in actu exercitu.”25 For Derrida, the trace 

exceeds all the boundaries of the structure, and denotes 

"the loss of »,. a self-presence which has never been given 

but only dreamed of and always already split, repeated, 

incapable of appearing to itself except in its 

disappearance."26 

Yet what is the trace for Derrida? "The trace itself 

does not exist," says Derrida, "The trace is nothing, it is 

not an entity, it exceeds the question What is?"» Derrida 

attempts to deconstruct metaphysical thinking by 

substituting the anteriority of a trace for the presence of 

the logos. The presence of the logos, insists Derrida, 

entails a metaphysical closure that leaves no trace for the 

play of differences. Trace exposes the limitations of the 

logical assumptions in traditional philosophical discourse. 

Therefore for Derrida the moment of thinking structure is 

the moment of recognizing "the desire for the center in the 

constitution of structure," and of thinking "the absence of 

a center or origin." 

On the other hand, the trace does exist, it exists in 

the form of an "inscribed writing." In contrast to the logic 
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of presence, the trace of writing is a mode of repeated 

inscription without simple origin. The absence, the 

separation between the speaker from the speech, exists not 

only in writing but also in the open space of speaking. This 

absence, according to Derrida, is an "arche-writing,” or 

"arche-trace." For Derrida the arche-trace exceeds the 

differences between culture and nature, intelligence and 

sensibility, subject and object, spirit and letter, the 

signified and signifier, etc., and thus it should not be 

interpreted as "origin, " or "center," the very concepts the 

Derridean project has aimed to deconstruct. The trace, like 

différance, indicates differences on the one hand, the 

interval of a spacing and temporality on the other. The 

trace, like Zhuangzi's Dao, does not assert itself either as 

the principle since it does not control or regulate the play 

of differences, or as the effect since it does not rely on 

any source or origin other than itself. 

The movement of both the trace and the Dao affirm that 

this something is neither a being nor the opposite of a 

being (a nonbeing), since everything adds itself to an 

absolutely different other "as a plus that replaces a 

minus," rather than "as a plus to a plus." As a Chinese poet 

writes in the following verse: 

The shadow of the bamboo sweeps on the stone steps, 
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No dust is stirred. 
The light of the moon penetrates to the bottom of 

the chilly lake, 
No trace is left behind.27 

Like the shadow bamboo and the light moon, the 

Dao/trace "absents" itself in order to "bring what is absent 

into their absence." If in Derrida, there is still a "trace" 

that exists in an inscribed-writing", in Daoism, "trace" 

(ji, jjSj), in the traditional sense of "footprints", cannot 

be taken as the representation of the walking Dâo. This 

rejection of footprints as representation explians why Laozi 

tells us that "A true walking/acting has no trace" 

• " (Laozi, 27. my translation), and Zhuangzi's 

argument that one cannot follow the ji for the Dao, for the 

Dao is utterly spontaneous and constantly changing. Zhuangzi 

goes on: 

The Six Classics (liujing ^\M)are outmoded 
traces/footprints (chenji JSSfQüSî) .. .How could 
the footprints be the walking itself?28 

Here, Zhuangzi directly argues against the Confucian notion 

of following the Dao by following the Six Classics.29 For 

Zhuangzi, the true Dao is absent and as such, leaves no 

trace. It does not mean that one should "forget" tradition; 

rather one should not be confined to the conventional way of 

thinking in order to step on the path of the Dao. 
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Flux as Repetition 

Negativity is a discourse about flux and change, as 

Soren Kierkegaard points out, it speaks about "what becomes" 

rather than "what is". In his "Radical Hermeneutics", John 

Caputo has an extensive discussion on the question of flux 

and repetition from Kierkegaard to Derrida. 

Kierkegaard's constitution of a self in the flux, as 

Caputo suggests, has challenged the Platonic conception of 

time that undermines the contingency of temporary movement. 

"Repetition" is not simply a reduplication of the sameness, 

but a recurrence of the difference which entails the 

constancy and continuity of freedom by which "the self 

constitutes itself as self, by which it returns again and 

again to its own innermost resolution and establishes its 

moral identity". Thus, Kierkegaard's existential repetition 

embraces not only change but a forward change: it is 

"futural resolve". Repetition, as an existential term, is 

"being-in-the-midst-of" with the notion of inter-esse, 

instead of a finality of eternal being. For Kierkegaard one 

should be willing to experience the flux, even with "fear 

and trembling" so as to experience the inner freedom. 

If in Kierkegaard the repetition is the constitution of 

the existing self in the midst of the world flux, in 

Heidegger repetition interprets Dasein in terms of 

temporality which is essential to an understanding of 

Heidegger's phenomenological Destruktion of metaphysics. 
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Heidegger's critique of a Hegelian conception of time leads 

towards a clue of temporality within metaphysical 

speculation. Caputo believes that Heidegger has fused 

Kierkegaard's genesis of self and Husserl's genesis of 

sense, and thus "deployed an existential ontology of the 

self as the being of becoming and temporality in concert 

with the Husserlian theory of a constitution".-30 While 

different from both the Platonic recollection and the 

Kierkegaardian repetition forward as it were, the 

Heideggerian "retrieval" is neither backward nor forward, 

but circular. And this circularity in Heidegger has not only 

an ontological weight but also an epistemological 

implication; that is, not only existence itself is circular 

but the understanding of existence is circular, too. 

In Daoist philosophy the concern is with the 

constitution of the meaning of life in the flux of endless 

transformations. Thus Zhuangzi tells us: 

The Dao has no beginning or end. Things die and are 

born, never resting in their culmination ... Decay 

is followed by growth, and fullness by nothingness; 

When there is an end, there is also beginning 

(Zhuangzi, 17). 

Zhuangzi believes that all things transform into 

another in terms of continuum, and that time as beginning 

and end is like a ring (huan ÏH), of which it is impossible 
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to discover an absolute principle. Life as flux transforms 

like a circle in which there is no break into which one can 

insert a "concept" so as to form an immutable "system”. This 

is why Zhuangzi maintains that the Dao cannot be heard, seen 

or spoken of. 

Zhuangzi's repetition attempts to describe the state of 

living-in-the-world in the dynamics of flux.31 it is a 

process in which the moments of experience are woven 

together into fabrics of transformations and creations. 

Meanwhile Zhuangzi's repetition suggests that the process of 

reality is not a linear but a circular one that does not 

rely on any abstract principles. Therefore, for Zhuangzi, 

returning is a circular movement rather than moving 

backward; and the Dao as such is an incessant circularity of 

wu and you. Like that in Heidegger, Zhuangzi's notion of 

circle has not only an existential but also an 

epistemological implication. Thus Zhuangzi claims: 

There is a beginning. There is a not yet beginning to 

be a beginning. There is a not yet beginning to be not 

yet beginning to be a beginning. There is being. There 

is nonbeing. There is not yet beginning to be nonbeing. 

There is a not yet beginning to be not yet beginning 

to non-being. Suddenly there is being and nonbeing 

(Zhuangzi, 2.). 

This circularity is the transformation of the Dao, the 

eternal movement as the unlimited dissemination of 
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oppositional concepts whereby knowledge in any absolute 

sense is impossible* The Dao suggests an endlessly repeating 

circle. The Dao, to borrow Nietzsche's words, is like a sea 

"flowing and rushing together, eternally changing...blessing 

itself as that which must recur eternally, as a becoming 

that knows no satiety, no disgust, no weariness."3^ 

Derrida, on the other hand, contends that Heidegger's 

hermeneutics is a mode of "onto-hermeneutics" because it 

turns on a Platonic gesture of "retrieving" the "original 

truth" of Being. For Derrida repetition always repeats in 

difference. There is no origin, but only the supplement of 

the origin. Différance attempts to expose the unsettling 

contingency and the inextinguishable flux, and the temporal 

relations of differ/defer are themselves a means to 

deconstruct intellectual history as a linear narrative 

according to a "world-time." Yet the transgression of 

Derridean trace, says Caputo, does not lead to a denial of 

hermeneutics but to a "grammatological exuberance which 

celebrates diversity, repetition, alteration"33 But 

deconstruction does not stop at the Heideggerian notion of 

repetition, for it describes the double movement of 

deconstruction as an attempt to "respect the inner and 

orderly play of these philosophemes and epistemes as 

strictly as possible by pursuing them, without abusing them, 

to the point of their irrelevance, exhaustion and 
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closure."34 if the Heideggerian repetition still denotes a 

returning to the "homeland" of Being, and the Daoist 

circular repetition still suggests a unity of oppositions, 

Derrida attempts to speak of repetition without the idea of 

unity or return, since the line of repetition is the "line 

of transgression," or the "indefinite multiplicity". It is a 

further elaboration of a Heideggerian idea of repetition of 

difference. The repetition is the "empty sign" of formless 

differencing that entails the transgressive dimension of 

identity and unity. 

Yet does this circular movement indicate a form of 

nihilism or ethical failure? To speak of hermeneutics in 

terms of its ethical implications, Caputo claims that 

hermeneutic, in a larger sense, means to "cope with the 

flux" which is what he calls an ethics of "dissemination" 

or of Gelassenheit, such as Eckhart's releasement, 

Heidegger's un-thinking, Derrida's différance, and 

Zhuangzi's forgetting. All these point to a kind of thinking 

which is in the end directed at the a-letheia dimension, the 

de-limitation of conceptual thinking. 

Negativity as a Play 

"Play" is a word closely connected to apophatic 

discourse in Daoist philosophy. The notion of "play" aims at 

a negation of the systematic/conceptual way of thinking. The 

playful tone in Laozi can be seen with his paradoxical 
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discussion of the interaction between the dao and the de 

(virtue $$) when he says: "The one with superior de does not 

get de, and that is why he has de." The playful and 

performative thinking of Zhuangzi is best demonstrated in 

his notion of "xiao yao you” (the "free wandering SïÜiiîSJ) 

Though Zhuangzi uses the words such as "north" and "south," 

the free wandering is not simply a kind of physical movement 

from place to place, but also a philosophical free 

wondering. A true wandering, according to Zhuangzi, is to 

allow others their freedom. "To be a wanderer is to be free 

and to know the meaning of freedom" (Zhuangzi, 1) . Yet the 

"free wandering" is not merely "Let it be," but to follow 

the Dao, and the flow of change. Wandering, therefore, is a 

way to adapt the ceaseless flux of all existence, and in 

doing so one can wander "beyond the square" t 

"beyond the realm of mundane attachment to things and 

ideas". The emphasis of "free" is a negative play of the 

notion of "action" by which one tries without trying, as 

Zhuangzi's extraordinary command over words is paralleled by 

his constant devaluation of their significance. Play in 

Zhuangzi, then, involves a negation of one's relation to 

present reality as obsession with achieving a goal, or 

attaining a purpose. Kuang-ming Wu once pointed out that 

"Equalizing Things and Theories" in the Zhuangzi is a 

"joke," and thus they should be understood metaphorically as 

irony. Wu Kuang-ming is right to point out that Zhuangzi is 
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"frivolous when he is profound, and profound when 

frivolous."35 Zhuangzi's negation of truth lies in its 

rejection of the proposition or judgment as indicated in 

traditional representational theories of truth. For 

Zhuangzi, truth is the making-unhidden of the thing itself; 

in a Heideggerian term, truth is a-lethia. As such, truth in 

its nature is also un-truth. In Zhuangzi's words, truth is 

self-erasing in that "This” is "that", and "that" is "this." 

Truth is "such as" rather than "as such." When asked "What 

is the Dao?," Zhuangzi replies as follows: 

I can not tell...The Dao belongs neither to knowing 

nor the not knowing. Knowing is false understanding; 

not knowing is blind ignorance. If you really 

understand the Dao beyond the doubt, it is like the 

empty sky. Why drag in right and wrong? 

(Zhuangzi, 2). 

Here, Zhuangzi is not interested in searching for "some 

final vocabularies" for the definition of the Dao. Zhuangzi 

is seeking the Dao as a way of living rather than the Dao as 

a system of this/that distinctions, since for Zhuangzi, no 

particular experience or knowledge is to be privileged as 

infallibly or absolutely correct. Because of this kind of 

negation of the absolute truth Zhuangzi is often regarded as 

a skeptic, a relativist, a subjectivist, or nihilist. He is 

not saying that any assertion about the world, or any 
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ultimate statement about any object in the world# will 

inevitably be an interpretation. Chad Hansen, for instance, 

argues that Zhuangzi*s understanding of language is a form 

of pure subjectivism: "Language is a system of 

distinguishing and evaluating that is perspective-bound - 

that is, each person in using the language creates his own 

conceptual and evaluative perspective. Conflicting judgments 

and disputes are therefore inevitable and irreconcilable." 

However, Zhuangzi is not opposed to knowledge per se; he is 

against being trapped and imprisoned by it, and thus he 

affirms the knowledge-seeking as a self-erasing practice. 

Knowledge-seeking is a process of dialectical 

transformation. Zhuangzi1 s xiaoyiaoyou as a free wandering 

denotes a process of play in which one is not confined to 

the absolute: 

There is nothing in the world bigger than the tip 

of an autumn hair, and Mount Tai is tiny. 

Right is not right; so is not so... If from the 

standpoint of minute we look at what is large, we 

cannot see the end. If from the standpoint of what 

is large we look at what is minute, we cannot 

distinguish it clearly. The minute is the smallest 

of the small, the gigantic the largest of the large, 

and it is therefore convenient to distinguish between 

them. But this is merely a matter of circumstance 

(Zhuangzi, 2). 
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Yet Zhuangzi's question of good in ethics and truth in 

epistemology, that is, a trans-evaluative standpoint, is not 

a form of nihilism which, according to Zhuangzi, is the 

perverted expression of nothingness of the existential 

world, negation of this life in favor of another one. Thus, 

a Daoist poet tells us: 

To appreciate world With a heart is pleasure, 

But the hidden meaning - who can ever discern it? 

Look at this scenery I cast off my concern with things, 

Once enlightened, I let everything go its own way.36 

If the notion of play in Heidegger implies a certain 

kind of reversal of Platonic and Aristotelian rational modes 

of thought, and returns to archaic pre-Socratic nonrational 

mentality, the play in Zhuangzi implies a reversal of a 

conventional way of knowing the Dao by a negative process, 

(i.e., letting-be of what the Dao is rather than dis¬ 

covering of the Dao what is.) This negative process, for 

Zhuangzi, is the "off/way" whereby the Dao is acquired. 

Therefore, Zhuangzi*s non-action, like the Heideggerian 

nothingness, and the Derridean différance, is an evocative 

cipher, an ironic metaphor that gives being/knowing/language 

its limits. Yet Zhuangzi, unlike Derrida for whom a play is 

basically a play of signs with one signifier leading to 

another signifier, envisions his play as a cosmic drama 
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which is acted out both linguistically and existentially. It 

is in this sense that Zhuangzi's play is closer to that of 

Heidegger's since in Heidegger play includes the existential 

moment of the Dasein. The existential nature of the play of 

Being can be seen in Heidegger's account of what he calls 

the "mirror-play" of Being in the realm of existence. In 

this mirror-play, Heidegger sees the essence of the world as 

a "gathering event," that is, everything emerges into being 

as "thing," by bringing near the united four of earth, sky, 

divinities, and mortals. This fourfold of the world is a 

critique of the concept of object in Western metaphysics. 

The notion of play also plays an important role in 

deconstructive discourse. In fact, deconstruction is seen as 

a mode of "play", or a form parody which "laughs at 

philosophy". Perhaps, nobody has ridiculed deconstruction as 

Terry Eagleton in his "Oedipal Fragment" has done: 

Der der deary didi! Der? I? Da! Deary? da! Der I, 

didida, da, dada, dididearyda. Dadareder, didireader. 

Dare I die deary da? Da dare die didi. Die derider! 

Didiwriter. Dadadididididada. Aaaaaaaa! Der i da. 

This is nothing but a wordplay of the word "Derrida”. 

However, deconstruction is not simply a business of a 

wordplay in the sense of "play for play's sake." What 

Derrida attempts to achieve is a kind of Nietzschean 
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inversion of the Western metaphysical "will" to truth and 

rationality. In his Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the 

Greeks, Nietzsche seeks a mode of Pre-Socratic, that is, a 

pre-rational mentality, or what Nietzsche calls a "Dionysian 

spirit", according to which, the world is a divine game 

played by the force of god on human destiny. Nietzsche then 

contends : 

In this world only play, play as artists and children 

engage in it, exibits coming-to-be and passing away, 

structirng and destroying, without moral additive, in 

forever equal innocence.37 

Nietzsche sees play as both a necessity and human 

choice. He also recognizes the power of human will in the 

complex "world-play" (Welt-Spiel) of forces which, according 

to him, is eternal in that the play can never be resolved 

either in being or nonbeing. The play of the will, for 

Nietzsche, affirms human existence by accepting the "bitter 

suffering" in life.33 

Meanwhile, Nietzsche posits, all values are ultimately 

aesthetic by pointing out that existence and the world can 

be justified only as an "aesthetic phenomenon." We must ask, 

does the aesthetic turn in philosophy suggest a kind of 

trans-ethical, or post-ethical turn? According to Nietzsche, 

the meaning of Dionysian power is the revolutionary power to 

create new values and therefore transform our mode of being- 
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in-the-world. Nietzsche does not discredit "truth," or 

"value" as such, but rather undermines certain types of 

truth and values. We must remember that Nietzsche rejects 

both the "camel" which bears the weight of traditional 

values and the "lion" which suggests destructive nihilism. 

Nietzsche's denial of the possibility of knowing reality in 

its absoluteness resembles Zhuangzi’s challenge of a 

conceptualized notion of truth. Like Zhuangzi, Nietzsche 

takes a trans-evaluative standpoint as a goal for the act of 

self-transformation or, in Nietzsche’s words, truth no 

longer means a logical distinction of "right" or "wrong" but 

a "drive" with "will" and "passion".3° 

In "Structure, Sign, and Play", Derrida introduces his 

notion of language as a "free play" (le jeu libre). With his 

critique of the traditional understanding of structure, and 

signs, Derrida contends that the notions of knowledge 

(episteme) and presence (ousia) in metaphysical language 

implies a "longing" for a "center, a point of presence, and 

a fixed origin", which is employed not only to "orient, 

balance, and organize the structure," but also to "make sure 

that the organizing principle of the structure would limit 

what we might call the "play of the structure."40 The center 

opens, yet at the same time closes off the play of the 

elements within a given structure. Thus, the concept of a 

centered structure is at odds with the concept of play. 
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Therefore Derrida argues, the play of words, in the 

interpretational process, indicates that one does not seek 

to decipher an absolute meaning, the one that could be 

employed once and for all; instead one simply accepts a 

paradoxical and hyperbolic play of words. Derrida tells us; 

It was necessary to begin thinking that there was no 

center, that the center could not be thought in the 

form of a present-being...This was a moment when 

language invaded the universal problematic, the 

moment when, in the absent of a center or origin, 

everything became discourse...that is to say, a 

system in which the central signified, the original 

or transcendental signified, is never absolutely 

present outside a system of differences. The absent 

of the transcendental signified extends the domain 

and the play of signification infinitely.41 

Through the notion of free play, Derrida, like Niet2sche, 

has denounced the attempt to reduce the signifying process 

to a totalized system of absolute knowledge; and this is 

what Derrida calls a way of "delimiting Being and Truth as 

effects."42 Accordingly, Derrida criticizes Hegel for his 

rejection of the notion of play in philosophical discourse, 

pointing out : 

...Hegel has bet against play, against chance. He has 

blinded himself to the possibility of his own bet, to 

the fact that the conscientious suspension of play... 

was itself a phase of play; and that to the fact that 
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play includes the work of meaning or the meaning of 

work and includes them not in terms of knowledge, but 

in terms of inscription: meaning is a function of 

play, is inscribed in a certain place in the 

configuration of a meaningless play.43 

Derrida also makes a distinction between two kinds of 

play: 1) a play of centered, limited structure in which the 

signifiers are controlled by a transcendental signified; 2) 

a play of decentered and limitless structure in which the 

signifiers are not regulated by certain rules and principle. 

Here, Derrida has raised the question of "rules" in 

philosophical discourse. In Derridean play, the play is of 

repetition and difference. T.S. Eliot also speaks about 

the impossibility of truth as one, contending: 

We are forced to the assumption that truth is one, 

and to the assumption that reality is one. But... 

the world, as we have seen, exists only as it is 

found in the experiences so mad and strange that 

they will be boiled away before you boil them down 

to one homogenous mass.44 

Newrton Garver in his introduction to Derrida's Speech 

and Phenomena, offers the following comment on Derrida’s 

play: 

It is often difficult to be sure that there is 

consistency or even intelligibility lying behind 
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Derrida*s manner of expression. I have in mind those 

passages where Derrida has been willing to risk 

equivocation for the sake of a pun or to play the price 

of apparent absurdity in order to achieve a striking 

turn of phrases as when he says that "there never has 

been any perception;" that speech without différance 

would be "at the same time absolutely dead and 

absolutely alive," in regard to Husserl's essential 

distinctions, that "their possibility is their 

impossibility;" that the verb différer "seems to 

differs from itself;" that "la différance infinie est 

finie;” that the history of philosophy is "closed" 

(which literally, is very like a child claiming to be 

asleep) and so on.4^ 

Yet Derrida repeatedly emphasizes that différance 

should not be understood as a rule or principle. It is one¬ 

sided to say Derrida's own text is logocentric in the sense 

that it privileges the play of the signifiers over 

alternative non-playful methods.4® In fact, Derrida keeps 

saying that différance is is neither a word nor a concept. 

Deconstruction does not speak about the meaninglessness of 

philosophical language, but its limitations; it challenges 

the ultimate and purely grasp of truth as maintained in the 

Hegelian system. Negativity denotes that the excess or 

surplus neither belongs to the proclaimed logical system nor 

escape it entirely. 
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When Wolfgang Iser, a literary critic, discusses the 

role of negativity with regard to hermeneutic questions, he 

points out that: 

(Negativity) does not negate the formulations of the 

text, but - via blanks and negations - conditions 

them ... Negativity in the true sense of the term... 

cannot be deducted from the given world which it 

questions... 

Iserfs comments on negativity has shown how the 

presence of blanks and negations in any texts also create 

new textual patterns through a double movement. This double 

movement in deconstruction is the double movement of 

dénégation in which one signifier produces another signifier 

in its endless creativity. Derrida says: 

There is, then probably no choice to be made between 

two lines of thought; our task is rather to reflect on 

the circularity which makes the one pass the other 

indefinitely.^ 

Consequently, Derrida puts an absolute affirmation into 

play, in a certain laughter and a certain step of the dance. 

The play of negativity implies a movement of thought that 

sees the surplus of thought and infinitude. The moment of 

negativity is essential to construction, because negation is 
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not simply a nihilistic reduction of meaning to non-meaning. 

On the contrary, negativity is the moment of emancipation of 

meanings. This emacipation requires we give up the myth of 

univocal conceptual assertions and logicized absoluteness. 

Notes for Chapter Five 

^See Fung Yu-lan, A Short History of Chinese Philosophy, pp.182- 
183. 

^About the School of the Dark Learning, See the footnote #3 in 
Chapter Three. 

•^Legalism in the period of the Qing Dynasty (221-206 B.C.) is 
characterized by its reversal of all moral standards given by 
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Epilogue 

If the lost word is lost, 
if the spent word is spent 

If the unheard, unspoken 
Word is unspoken, unheard; 
Still is the unspoken word, the Word unheard, 
The Word without a word, the Word within 
The world and for the world; 
And the light shone in darkness and 
Against the Word the unstilled world 

still whirled 
About the center of the silent Word. 

T. S. Eliot 

As the preceding discussion shows, apophatic discourse, 

whether religious or philosophical, claims that there is 

"something" that cannot be put into words, yet in the end, 

has turned silence into discourse, and both philosophers and 

theologians "have surrounded" the unsayable with a "wild 

dance of words." The apophatic movement in both Daoist 

philosophy and negative theology cannot contain within 

itself the principle of its own interruption, for this 

movement has to defer indefinitely the encounter with its 

own limits. Therefore, I propose that negativity in terms of 

apophasis has to deal with the double patterns of silence 

and speaking. Negativity plays against speaking, naming, and 

knowing, yet simultaneously bears the inscriptions of that 

speaking, naming, and knowing. Accordingly, negativity 

itself cannot be a self-completing system, insofar as it 

both negates and de-negates. Nevertheless, negativity has 



239 

challenged the absolute clarity and transparency in the 

philosophical discourse of reason by allowing the existence 

of the unsayable, and unknowable, and undecidable; and as 

such it creates an alternative way of approaching meaning or 

meanings, whether the Dao or God, 

Although I do not side with Derrida that we can only 

read the text with a "hermeneutics of suspicion, " I grant 

that deconstruction has revealed the limits of discourse and 

the notion of absolute knowledge. The self-erasing ideas of 

différance in Derrida, wu in Daoist philosophy and 

Gelassenheit in negative theology all indicate a new way of 

thinking and re-thinking, according to which, one does not 

manipulate, dominate, control, and seek logicist finality. 

In sum, the play of negativity does not suggest the 

rejection of meanings as such; rather like many other 

discourses, it participates in creation, construction, and 

destruction of meaning within particular philosophical and 

theological configurations. 



240 

Bibliography 

Agamben, Giorgio. Language and Death: The Place of 

Negativity. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 1991. 

Allinson, Robert E. Chuang Tzu for Spiritual Transformation: 

An Analysis of the Inner Chapters, New York: State 

University of New York Press, 1989. 

Bergeron, Marie-Ina. Wang Pi - Philosophe Du Non-Avoir. 

Paris: RICCI Institute, 1986. 

Breazeale, Daniel. Nietzsche. Philosophy and Truth: 

Selection from Nietzsche’s Notebooks of the Early 

1870s. Atlantic: Highlands, 1979. 

Buber, Martin. Ecstatic Confessions, trans. Esther Cameron. 

New York: Harper & Row, 1985. 

Buren. John, von. The Young Heidegger. Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1994. 

Carter, Robert E. ed. God the Self and Nothingness: 

Reflections Eastern and Western, New York: 1990. 

Caputo, John. Radical Hermeneutics: Repetition, 

Deconstruction, and the Hermeneutic Project. 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987. 

Chang, Chung Yuan. "Tao: A New Way of Thinking." Journal of 

Chinese Philosophy, vol. 1, 1974. 



241 

-Tao: A New Way of Thinking: A Translation of the Tao 

Te Ching with an Introduction and Commentaries. New 

York: Harper & Row, 1975. 

Chang, Kang-i Sun. Six Dynasties Poetry. Princeton 

University Press, 1986. 

Chen, Guying. Laozi zhushi ji pingjie • 

*zhonghua shuju, 1984. 

Critchley, Simon. The Ethics of Deconstruction: Derrida and 

Lavinas. Cambridge. Blackwell, 1992. 

Derrida, Jacques. Margin of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982. 

- Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass. London: 

Routedge and Kegan Paul, 1978. 

-Of Grammatology. trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. 

Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1976. 

-Dissemination, trans. Barbara Johnson. London: 

Althlone Press, 1981. 

-Positions, trans. Alan Bass. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1981. 

-Speech and Phenomena, and Other Essays On Husserl's 

Theory of Signs, trans, David B. Allison. Evanston: 

Northwestern University Press, 1973. 

-"How to Avoid Speaking: Denials." Languages of the 

Unsayable, ed. Sanford Budick and Wolfgang Iser. New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1989. 



242 

Derrida and Negative Theology, Ed. by H. Coward & T. Fosbay. 

Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992. 

Desmond, William. Beyond Hegel: Speculation, Cult, and 

Comedy. State University of New York Press, 1992. 

Fung, Yu-lan, Chuang Tzu, Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 

1989. 

Guo, Qingfan's Zhuangzi jishi Taipei: Muduo Press, 

1983. 

Hansen, Chad. A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought - A 

Philosophical Interpretation. New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1992. 

Hart, Kevin. The Tresspass of the Sign. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1989. 

Haruki, Kusuyama. Roshi denatsu no kenkyu. Tokyo: Sobunsha, 

1979. 

Hawkins, Peter. Ineffability: Naming the Unnameable from 

Dante to Beckett. New York: AMS Press, 1984. 

Heidegger, Martin. Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie 

and Adward Robinson. Oxford: Balckwell, 1973. 

- On the Way to Language, trans. Peter D. Hertz. New 

York: Harper and Row, 1971. 

- Poetry, Language, Thought, trans. Albert Hofstadter. 

New York: Harper Colophon, 1975. 



243 

-Discourse on Thinking, trans. John, - M. Anderson and 

E. Hans Freund. New York: Harper & Row, 1966. 

-What is Philosophy? trans. William Kluback and Jean T. 

Wilde. New York: Twayne Publishers, 1962. 

-Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, trans. James S. 

Churchill. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1962. 

-Identity and Differences, New York: Harper & Row, 

1969. 

-Parmenides. trans. Andre Schuwer and Richard 

Rojcewicz. Bloomington: Indiana University tress, 1992. 

Katz, Steven. Mysticism and Language, New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1992. 

Kearney, Richard. Modern Movements in European Philosophy. 

^ Manchester University Press, 1986. 

Kohn, Livia. Early Chinese Mysticism: Philosophy and 

Soteriology in the Taoist Tradition, Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1992. 

Languages of the Unsayable, ed. Sanford Budick and Wolfgang 

Iser. New York: Columbia University Press, 1989. 

Li, Zehong. zhuguo'lmeixue shi. Beijing: 

zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 1984. 

Li, Zehong. zhuguo gudai sixiang shi. 

Shanghai: Remin chubanshe,1986. 



244 

Li, Zhongzhi. Laozi zhushi • Shanghai: Remin 

chubanshe, 1992. 

Liu, James. Language-Paradox-Poetics, Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1988. 

Loy, David. Nonduality: A Study in Comparative Philosophy. 

New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988. 

Magliola, Robert. Derrida on the Mend. West Lafayette: 

Purdue University Press, 1984. 

Meister Eckhart, trans. Edmund Colledge and Bernard McGinn. 

New York: Paulist Press, 1981. 

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, Signs, trans Richard C. McCleary, 

Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1964. 

McGinn, Bernard. The Foundation of Mysticism, Vol.I, New 

York: Crossroad, 1991. 

Nietzsche, Friedrich. Human All Too Human, trans. R. J. 

Hollingdale. Cambridefo: Cambridge University Press, 

1986. 

O'Leary, John. Questioning Back, The Overcoming of 

Metaphysics in Christian Tradition, Winston Press. 

Minneapolis, 1985. 

Qian, Zhongshu. Guanzhui bian Beijing: Zhonghua 

shuji, 1979. 

-tan ji lu Beijing: Zhonghua shuji, 1984. 



245 

Rose, Barbara, ed. Ad Reinhardt, Art-as-Art: The Selected 

Writings of Ad Reinhardt. New York: The Viking Press, 

1975, 

Ruf, Henry Ed. Religion, Ontotheology and Deconstruction. 

New York: Paragon House, 1989. 

Scharfstein, Ben-Ami. Ineffability: The Failure of Words in 

Philosophy and Religion. State University of New York 

Press, 1993. 

Scharlemann, Robert, ed., Negation and Theology. University 

Press of Virginia. Charlotteville, 1992. 

Schumann, Reiner. Meister Eckhart: Mystic and Philosopher. 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978. 

Sells, Michael A. Mystical Languages of Unsaying. Chicago: 

The University of Chicago Press, 1994. 

Smith, Richard J. China's Cultural Heritage. Boulder: 

Westview Press, 1983. 

Silverman, Hugh J, Textualities: Between Hermeneutics and 

Deconstruction. New York: Routledge, 1994. 

Stambough, Joan, "Heidegger, Taoism, and the Question of 

Metaphysics," Heidegger and Asian Thought, Ed. Graham 

Parkes. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1987. 

Tanabe, Hajime. Philosophy as Metanoetics. Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1986. 

Tang, Yijie. Guo Xiang yu Wei&Jin xuanxue 

Hubei: Renmin chubanshe, 1983. 



246 

Taylor, Mark C. Erring, a Postmodern A/theology. The 

University of Chicago Press. Chicago, 1984. 

Tong, Qingbing. ed. zhongguo gudai shixue xinli toushi 

Tianjin: baihua wenyi chubanshe, 

1993. 

Tyler, Stephen A. The Said and the Unsaid. New York: 

Academic Press, 1978. 

Walsh, James S.J. ed. The Cloud of Unknowing. New York: 

Paulist Press, 1981. 

Wang Xianqian. Zhuangzi jilie • Shanghai: Saoye 

shanfang, 1992. 

Wyschogrod, Edith. "How to Say No in French: Derrida and 

Negation in Recent French Philosophy." Negation and 

Theology, ed. Robert P. Scharlemann, University Press 

of Virginia. Charlotteville, 1992. 

Zhang, Longxi. The Tao and the Logos: Literary Hermeneutics, 

East and West. Durham; Duke University, 1992. 

% 
Zhang, Maiping. Zhongguo weixue piping shi 

Shanghai: Remin chubanshe, 1978. 

Zhu, Guangqian. shi lun. sanlian shudian, 1984. 


