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Prof. Mark Siderits  (lllinois State University)
“The Logic of Emptiness’

“The Logic of Emptiness’
Prof. Mark Siderits

Religious discourse is often paradoxical. The subject of my talk was the explicitly paradoxicd
statements one finds in Buddhist texts of the Madhyamaka school. Such statements, as for instance
‘The nature of al things is to be devoid of nature’, are clearly contradictory in form: they explicitly
deny what they either assert or presuppose. When someone utters a statement that is clearly
contradictory in nature, what they say is evidently false. Their uttering such a statement thus openly
flouts the convention that we should utter only what we take to be true. It is then up to the audience
to work out how to interpret this violation of the rules governing conversation. One possibility in the
context of religious discourse is to interpret the utterance apophatically: that the speaker intends to
convey the point that the transcendent (which is presumably the object of religious discourse) is
beyond the representational capacities of discursive rationality.

In the Buddhist context, however, there is evidence that the apophatic interpretation is
inappropriate. For Buddhist texts frequently contain what appear to be contradictions—amely
denials of both a given assertion p and its negation not-p. But such apparent contradictions are said
not to be genuinely contradictory insofar as the intent is to reject a presupposition that both p and
not-p share. Applying this hermeneutic device to the case of Madhyamaka paradoxes yields a
semantic anti-realist interpretation of the Madhyamaka doctrine of emptiness: the denial that
coherent sense can be made of the notion of verification-transcendent truth-conditions.

This interpretation, like the apophatic interpretation of the doctrine of emptiness, depends
on the assumption that al contradictions are fase. Some would question this assumption.
Diaetheism is the view that there may be true contradictions. It recently emerged as a result of the
development of systems of logic that block the derivation of any proposition whatever from a
contradiction. The chief reason for saying that contradictory statements must be false is that, by the
rules of classical logic, any gatement whatever can be derived from a contradiction, so its truth
would absurdly lead to the acceptance of anything and everything. Dialetheists claim that since this
absurd conseguence is blocked, there may be contradictions that are true. Graham Priest and Jay
Garfield claim as well that the Madhyamaka doctrine of emptiness is best interpreted dialethically:
the doctrine yields contradictory statements that truly describe the ultimate nature of reality. This
interpretation differs from the apophatic interpretation in that the latter claims the ultimate nature of
redlity is ineffable, while the former says it is truly described as contradictory in nature. It also
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differs from the anti-realist intepretation in that the latter claims that the expression *‘the ultimate
nature of reality’ fails to refer, while the former says that it refers to something with a contradictory
nature
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