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Empty Signs in Zen Koans

Li Gang

Abstract:

The debate about words and meaning is an eternal topic in literary
theory. The focus of this debate is not whether language can express
meaning, but whether language can express all meaning. In pursuing
this train of thought, we cannot help but wonder—if speaking can
convey meaning, can muteness also convey meaning? From the
perspective of semiotics, any meaning can be expressed with signs,

and any sign can express meaning. Muteness is also a sign that carries
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meaning. Silence is a kind of empty sign, but the expression of
empty signs can take forms other than silence. In making empty
signs, a variety of possibilities can be temporarily generated. The
traditional practice of producing Zen koans can be considered as an
mmportant “factory” for creating empty signs, such as “Wu Dui” (No
Answer), “Wu Yu” (Muteness), “Liang Jiu” (Keeping silence for a
long while) and “Yuan Xiang” (Circle) . These signs express specific
meanings in specific contexts. The semiosis of empty signs is
therefore an important topic in semiotics and in hermeneutics.
Keywords: Zen koans, empty signs, muteness, circle
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