CHAPTER - 4

The Concept of Siinya or Zero

It is stated by L. Hogben that the intention of Sianya of ‘Zero’ liberated the human
intellect from the prison bows of the counting frame. The invention of Zero is an
‘wonderful thing in ancient Mathematical literature. Though there is the diversity of
opinion regarding the date and time of the invention of ‘0’ and agency of such
invenﬁon, it is an established fact that. the ancienf- thinkers were completely aware of its
‘usages. Professor Hallsted said — “The importance of the. creation of the zero mark can
never be exaggerated. This.giving to airy nothi-pg, not merely a local habitation and a
name a picture, a symbol, but helpful power is the characteristic of the Hindu race

whence it sprang”.,

All the Western thinkers have égreed that the Indian thinkers had used it since al long
'time. In the fourth century B.C, Kautilya had used the term $anya in his Arthasastra.
The term like Sanya-nivesana, s'ﬁrjya-sthc‘zna etc. are-found in use in his book. The
Indian Mathematicians had been using the term Sinya in order to convince the

‘unknown number’ (gjiidtarasi).

Moreover, the use of sinya is found in the literary pieces like Vasavadatta of Subandhu,

Kﬁddmbar; of Bafpabha’g;a and in the Najsadhacarita of Sriharsa ete.

Brahrhagupta in his writing called Brahmasphutasiddhdnta has given a clarified view
on Sanya. It is stated by Aryabhatta that, if zero is conjoined with some number, the
value of the number remains unchanged. This i‘s also true in the case of subtraction. If
some number multiplies zero, the result will be zero. It is said by Brahmagupta —
"Dhanayordhanammammayoranantqram Samakai kham/Rnamaikyam ca dhanamma»-.

dhana.s‘ﬁnyayoh Sanyayoh Siinyam//” That is, the positive numbers if added with another
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positive numbers, the result would be positive. If otherwise, it would be negative. If
zero is added to a positive number, the ﬁumber will remain same or unchanged. If zero
were added to a negative number, the result would be unchanged equally. If two zeros
are added the result will be of zero. If this theory is explained in terms of modern

mathemat1ca1 idioms, it would be as follows :

a—a=0; at+ta=a; -at+-0=-a; 0+0=0

In the case of multiplication there are some rules. If zero is multiplied with a positive
number the result will be zero. If a negative number multiplies it then also the result is
zero. If zero is multiplied by zero, it is also.zero (ax0=0; -ax0=0; 0x0=0).
The original §#afra runs as follow; “S’ﬁnyanayoh rdhanayoh rSanyayoh va vadhah

Sanyam.”’

Brahmagupta has laid some principles also. If zero is divided by zero, the result will be
zero. If zero divides a positive or négative number, the result will be zero. The original
Sloka runs as follows

“Dhanabhaktam dhanamrnahrtamrnam
dhanam bhavatt kham khabhaktam kham/
bhaktamrnena dhanamrnam dhanend ¥
hrtammammam bhavatill”

Acharya Bhaskara thinks that if a number is di|vided by zero the value of the number
will remain the same, which is technically called khd-hara, i.e. a/0 = kha-hara. If some
number is added to zero, the result remains unchanged as admitted by Bhaskara also.
We had hinted to great Indian theory in this cc;ntext. He said that the origination and
destruction of innumerable individual beings are occurring in god having infinite power
of omnipotent. With this origination and destruction of innumerable beings the
Omnipotent god is not affected. In other words,‘with-this he remains unchanged. From
this it is known that, if something is added or subtracted to the Almighty, He remains
unchanged. It can be understood with the help of the metaphor of ocean, which is also
unbound. If water of a jar is poured on the ocean, it remams unchanged, only because

ocean is unbound and unmeasured, which is descrlbed by the Upanisadic seers as
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‘Pirna’ or “full’. If something is full or parna, it is not possible to affect its holistic - -

character. It is said in the Upanisad “Oum pirnamadah pirpamidam pirnat
pirnamudacyate/Parnasya parnamc'za’dya purnamevavasisyate.”  (Brhadaranyaka
iipani;vadjShantimantra). That is, something is added to Parna or subtracted from
Piirna, it remains as Pirna. Even if Piirna is taken away from Purna, the Pirna entity

remains unchanged or P#irna. It can be symbolically represented as follows :
- _ _ _ - _
Piirna + a = Parna; Piirna—a = Piarna; Piirna - Parna = Piirna.

From the above it can be said that almighty or omniscient or omnipotent being is Parna
and hence all limited objects either added or subtracted to Him cannot affect Him at all.
Moreover, can we really know the definite character of such Pirna entity ? The entity,
which is capable of being perceived or visualized, can be described. Something which is
not capable of being seen or known and which has no colour, shape, size etc. can never

be described, becausé it is not possible to get.it’s holistic character. If at all He is l
described, it either partial nature or a human being’s imagination which has no reality at
all. In this sense He may be described as siinya, because no description is adequate to
catch hold of His real nature. That is why, the Buddhists argued that is true in any case
of Reality, which is linguistically indescribable and hence each and every real object is
empty or Sinya. The Buddhists admit that each and every entity is relative and hence it

is empty having no particular character of its own.

For the sake of attaining the state of abiding in the illimitable the Buddhists admonish
that each and every person should realize the essenceless character of objects, it is
which is technically called Siinya. When the knowledge of silver occurs in the place of a
sea shell, it is sublated by the subsequent knoWledge and what is revealed to us is that
the silver was not at there. In a like ‘manner, the awareness that no reall silver etc. are
met with the states of waking and dreaming counters the knowledge of silver etc. Had
there been a piece of real silver, there would have beén the tfue'kngwledge of the action
of seen, the substratum of thé illusory silver i.e., the shell referred to by the term ‘this’

(idam), the superimposed property i.e., silverness and the relation of inherence between
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silverness and shell ness." Actually it is not taken as true. For, if the illusory silver were
present, all these would have been real. All of us are of the opinion that the perception
of silver of a seashell is illusory. It cannot be said that these things are partially real and
partially unreal, because it is unthinkable to assume an object, which is real as well as
unreal. In the case of the superimposed objects, locus of superimposition, their relation,
action of seeing and viéwer, if one is countered, others will also be the same. In other
words, the knower, the object known and knowledgé are mutually dependent. The
reality of one object is dependent on the other. If one is considered to be illusory, others
would also be similarly fated,2 j_ust the fatherhood of a man is false if it is proved that
the case of his having children is false. The object, which is real, must be independent
and should not depend on others for its origination and existence. But actually each and

every object is found to be dependent on others and hence it is not real.

The Buddhist believes in the theory of momentariness on account of which they do not
accept the permanent character of an object. Such impermanent character also exists in
the feeling - of pleasure, universal etc. This amounts to the acceptance of

Sarvasiinyavada. An object is known in four ways :

a) as existent; *

b) as non-existent;

c) as both existent and non-existent; and

d) as different from existent and non-existent (sadasadbhinna).

The object, which is free from this four-fold ways of description, is called Siinya.® This
may be illustrated in the following way. If ‘existence’ (sart@) becomes the essence of an
object, the function of the instrumental causes (Kdrakavjzdpc'lra) for its manifestation
would become useless. If the ‘non-existence’ (asarftd) an accepted as the nature of
objects like jar etc., the effort to produce it is useless due to its non-existent character.
There cannot be the cause of the existent objects like space etc. While it is impossible to
look for a cause of the non-existent objects like sky-flower etc. As the ‘existence’ is
diametrically opposite to ‘non-existence’, there can be an object bearing both existence

.and non-existence character like sky-flower etc. As the ‘existence’ is diametrically
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opposite to ‘non-existence’, there cannot be an object bearing both existence and non-

existence, and also an object devoid of both existence and non-existence.’

Sinyata or voidness is the nature for this indeterminable, indescribable nature of things.
Things appear to exist, but our intellect fails to draw out a real vnature of their existence
_if we try to understand them. That is why, it is accepted that the apparent phenomenal
world is perceived by us. Behind this phenomenal world there is a reality, which is not

capable of being described.

It has been said in the Lankavatarasitra that the nature of objects conceived with the
help of intellect is indeterminable. That is why, the objects are stated to be indescribable
due to not having any essence. When it is said ‘This is that object’, it is only for verbal
communication. But when an effort is made to conceive the object, it will be seen as
lacking any essence. Just as an object seen in the dream is nothing but the work of
imagination, the object seen in the waking state is also imaginary due to its relation with '
our ignorance.’ This point is highlighted with the hélp 'of a metaphor. Just as a female
body is imagined as a combination of flesh and bone, locus of desire and enjoyable
edible object by a saint, amorous person and a dog respectively, an object also is

similarly imagined in various predisposition and attitude.’

If the very nature of an object is imagined, there is no reality of it. Such an object is
properly to be called indescribable as it dependent on other things. Nagarjuna describes
this fact about dependent origination as Sinya. In other words, it is the Dharma of a
thing that it depends on other things for its origination. Dharma does not exist there if it
is not Sinya. An object is $finya, which means an object has_got conditional and

changable character, which ultimately suggests its indescribability.”

If an object is always dependent on other conditions, it is called conditional on account
of which an object is imposéiblc to be described as either sat, or asat etc. For this reason
it follows that each and every thing exists in relation to others and hence it is relative.

So, the theory called Sinyavada may be descriibed as the theory of relativity. No
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phenomenal object or-experience is absolute, or independent and hence, it is not.

absolutely or unconditionally true. .

The Buddhist formulated the theory of impermanence, dependent origination etc. to be
applied to the phenomenal world which enjoys only an apparent reality
(samvrtisatyata). Apart' from this there is a world where these theories do nbt apply.
That world which is unconditional, unchanging, non-relative has got absolute reality
(paramarthasatyata). Each and every teaching of Buddha is to be understood in two
ways : first through the light of phenomenal reality and seccndly through that of

absolute reality.®

It should be clearly borne in mind that the trutil at the phenomenal level points to‘the
' attainment of the truth at the absolute level. An individual, after‘ pondering over the
impermanent and dependent nature of a thing, can transcend this world and attain the
world of Nirvana. The transcendent world imaty be described as possessing the’
characteristic's opposite of those of the phenomenal world, though Buddha had never
directly spoken of that state owing to its indescribable character. The state, which is not
capable of being known through ordinary intellect, is indescribable. That is why,
Buddha observed silence whenever he was asked about the transcendent state, This fact
indicates that the truth of the tranécendental experience cannot be described with the
apparatus of ordinary intellect and descriptive capability. Moreover, any description

through language, being Kalpand or imposition, cannot disclose the reality.’

The object known through language has a secondary reality known as Samvrtisatyata.
The transcendent reality, which we are talking about, cannot be expressed through any

Vikalpa or Kalpana as it possesses paramdrthagfyatd.

This theory is known as Madhyamika as it adopts the middle path (madhyama). 1t does -
not accept the extreme views i.e. absolute reality and absolute unreality of the things.
To say that an object relatively real means that it is neither absolutely real nor

absolutely unreal.'®
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In the present time suffering of mankind is found in a global scale due to violence in
mind, body and speech. All individual beings have become disintegrated because they
are suffering from this worldly disease (bhavaroga) due to the absence of right vision

. (Samyag drsti) of the objects.

If the nature of an object is known as s§iinya, an individual may be free from the wrong
notion of an object. The detachment towards the enjoyable objects is possible for a man
if he realises that thé nature of the known objeét is relative, conditional and apparent.
The pﬁenomenon of upeksa, whicﬁ is accepfed as Brahmavihara, is possiblelif the void
character of an object is realized. Detachment towards an object gives rise to Upeksa
where 2 man can remain indifferent in loss and gain and in different to the ups and
downs of life. The detachment and Upeksd again are related to the understanding of the

void character of an object in the sense as mentioned earlier.

Nagarjuna has highlighted this point with the metaphor of mirage. According to him,,ani
individual who, mistaking a mirage for water and then comes to know that it was not at
ail water is not a fool. In the same way, a man who considers this world as having
existence just like a mirage and afterwards comes to know its absence is a real knower

having no infatuation towards the external world. '

One who understands Sinyata (voidness) can understand dependent origination
(pratityasamutpada). The knower of dependent é)riginafion ';cllohe éan realise four Noble
Truths, which are the causes of the removal of thirst etc. Due to this an individual can
know the real Dharma as well as the cause of it !and its result leading to the knowledge
of suffering. Those who know these can know the real naturel of happiness and
suffering, and also know the means of the attainment of happiness and removal of

1

suffering.'?

This state is known as right vision (samyagdrsti). Ignorance of the real nature of an
object is the main cause of our suffering. Morality is possible only through the change

of attitude towards the objects of enjoyment. The real or right knowledge of them can
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generate in us detachment and this in turn renders moral action possible. All other ways
like right resolve (samyak samkalpa), right speech (samyak vak), right conduct (samyak
karmanta), right livelihood (samyag djiva), right effort (samyag vyayama) right
attention (samyak smr;ti)'and right concentration (samyak samadhi) follow from the
right knowledge of the objécts.'All other moral action like maitri, karund and mudita
apart from upeksa are possible due to one’s realizing the non-essential or void character

of sensuous objects. ,

If we can understand that the objects known as pleasant etc: are not really such, and
relative in nature, we shall not lust for enjoying them. This is the root of the pbssible_
change of attitude toward them and would lead one to the path of renunciation. Having
renounced the world might bring us at the threshold of the transcendental wisdom, only
then we shall be able to perform moral actions and enjoy the taste of abiding in the
illimitable (brahmavihdra). Under this circumstance an individual is purged of his
ignorance, the root of violence-je'alously, exploitation etc. and be a model for others in
socwty That Sunyavada a relevant point of view for restoring world-peace by removmg
the cause of violence, exp101tat10n etc. is aceepted by Nagarjuna who has said that the
person knowing Sinyavada knows the meaning of all and otherwise, he does not know .
anything (“Prabhavati cal Sinyateyam yasya prabhénti tasya sarvarthah/Prabhavati na

tasya kificit na bhavati Sanyata yasya”)."®

An object is essenceless (sinya) because it is relative. This sense of devoidness is a
"mathematical concept described as zero as mentioned earlier. The Bauddha Logician
Nagarjuna has successfu}ly shown another dimension of sinyata which is used in the
sense of relativity. If an object is known in terms of other objects, which are technically
called by them as apoha, then the object known has no essence of its own. Had it been,
it would have been known independent of other entities. As it is not possible, it is better

to take it as void or Sinya, which is the property of mathematics.
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