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INTRODUCTION

The Prajfidparamita tradition, especially the Heart Stitra (Prajhaparamita-
hrdaya), holds a unique place in the history of Chinese Buddhist philosophy, not
only as a doctrinal text but also as a transformative epistemological framework.
Its core is the concept of $unyata (%5, kong), a principle that both deconstructs
ontological assumptions and reshapes the very basis of knowing. Originating
from the Mahayana Prajfiaparamita collection of India between the 1st century
BCE and 4th century CE, the Heart Satra condensed a vast body of literature into
a succinct expression of liberating wisdom, which was later brought to China
through early translations by Kumarajiva (344-413) and more notably through
the work of Xuanzang (602-664) (Lopez, 1996, pp. 8-10). Within the Chinese
intellectual context, stinyata was not received as an abstract metaphysical
negation but underwent a process of conceptual domestication, mediated by
indigenous philosophical traditions such as Daoism and Confucianism. Ziircher
(2007) notes that this Sinification reframed emptiness within a web of culturally
resonant ideas, Daoist wu (#£) as the generative ground of phenomena, or the
Confucian emphasis on relational ethics, without dissolving its critical Mahayana
edge (Ztircher, 2007, pp. 297-301). As Mair (2012) argues, such adaptation
demonstrates the “linguistic and conceptual plasticity” of Buddhist terms when
they migrate across cultural-linguistic worlds (Mair, 2012, p. 139).

The Heart Satra’s radical claim, “form is emptiness, emptiness is form” (
2ilZ=, ZTRIZE), is more than an ontological assertion; it represents an
epistemic transformation. By negating the independent existence of the five
aggregates (skandhas), the twelve sense fields, and dependent origination, the
text challenges the foundational categories by which beings ordinarily structure
their cognition. This transformation aligns with the Prajiidparamita’s view that
liberative wisdom (prajfia) is not the accumulation of conceptual knowledge but
a direct, non-conceptual apprehension of reality-as-such (tathata) (Garfield, 2015,
pp- 87-92). In Chinese exegetical traditions, particularly in the commentaries of
the Faxiang (Yogacara) and Sanlun (Madhyamaka) schools, this transformation
was understood as a shift from conventional, discriminative knowledge (samvrti-
jhana) to ultimate, nondual wisdom (paramartha-jfiana) (Lusthaus, 2002, pp. 512-
516).

Epistemologically, the Heart Stitra disrupts representationalist models of
cognition, challenging the subject-object dichotomy central to much of Western
epistemology. Cheng (1982) emphasizes that cognitive and perceptual structures
are themselves empty of intrinsic nature (svabhava), thereby undermining the
validity of fixed conceptual schemes (Cheng, 1982, pp. 54-58). This insight
resonates with particular strands of contemporary philosophy of mind and
phenomenology, where consciousness is seen as inherently relational and
without a self-subsistent core (Varela, 1991, pp. 144-150). The convergence
suggests that the Heart Stitra can be read as a pre-modern contribution to debates
about non-representational and enactive cognition.

This study positions §tnyata not as a purely doctrinal concept, but as a
catalyst for epistemic transformation within Chinese Buddhist thought. By
examining the Heart Stitra’s philosophical trajectory —from its Indian Mahayana
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roots to its reinterpretation in Chinese hermeneutics —this paper argues that
emptiness operates as both a negational and a generative principle, dismantling
entrenched epistemic structures while opening space for new modes of seeing,
knowing, and being. Such a reading foregrounds the Heart Satra not only as a
scriptural condensation of the Prajiaparamita tradition but also as a
paradigmatic case of philosophical translation across cultures, in which
epistemology becomes inseparable from the practice of liberation.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Heart Stitra has long been a focal point in the study of Mahayana
philosophy, not only for its doctrinal brevity but for its epistemological depth.
Early Western scholarship, notably Conze (1967), framed the text as a condensed
summary of the Prajfidparamita literature, while Lopez (1996) explored its
interpretive history, including the ritual and philosophical uses that shaped its
reception. A significant turning point in modern scholarship emerged with
Nattier’s (1992) “Chinese apocryphon” hypothesis, which suggested that the text
may have originated in China as an anthology of translated Prajfiaparamita
passages, later back-translated into Sanskrit. This claim, though contested by
philologists such as Silk (1994) and Karashima (2015), has shifted attention to the
interplay between translation, authorship, and hermeneutics, especially in the
Chinese Buddhist intellectual milieu.

Within the Chinese exegetical tradition, the Heart Stitra became a key site
for negotiating Indian $tnyata with indigenous philosophical categories.
Ziircher (2007) documents how the Madhyamaka understanding of emptiness
resonated with Daoist wu () and the Confucian stress on relational ethics,
producing a sinicized form of anyata that was both ontologically critical and
soteriologically constructive. Cheng (1982) highlights the Sanlun (Madhyamaka)
approach of Jizang (#&), which treats emptiness as a method for dismantling
reified conceptual frameworks, including epistemic commitments to fixed
categories of truth. This “emptiness of emptiness” not only avoids reifying
Sunyata itself but also initiates what Cheng describes as an “epistemic therapy”
to loosen cognitive grasping.

Yogacara or Faxiang interpretations, particularly in the commentaries of
Kuiji (#%) and Wonch'uk ([E#]/ Woncheuk), read the Heart Satra through the
lens of vijfiapti-matra (consciousness-only) and the transformation of the basis
(asraya-paravrtti). Lusthaus (2002) reframes this not as subjective idealism but as
a phenomenology of cognition, where wisdom (prajha) is the non-reifying
discernment of the dependently arisen nature of mental appearances. Garfield
(2015) similarly stresses that stinyata is not a metaphysical thesis but a shift in
cognitive orientation, replacing representational grasping with non-dual
knowing.

Other Chinese schools offered distinctive hermeneutical syntheses.
Tiantai thinkers, as Swanson (1989) notes, interpreted “form is emptiness,
emptiness is form” within Zhiyi’s threefold truth framework (175, B, B+
), emphasizing the simultaneity of emptiness, conventional existence, and the
middle. This integration yields an epistemic model in which knowing is not the
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abandonment of form but a non-attached engagement with it. Huayan
philosophy further expanded the implications of emptiness through the doctrine
of the mutual interpenetration of phenomena (dharmadhatu
pratityasamutpada), as Cook (1977) and Fox (1983) illustrate, portraying
knowledge as a holistic network in which each phenomenon reflects and
conditions all others.

Beyond scholastic exegesis, the Heart Stitra played a formative role in
Chan practice, where it was often recited during meditation sessions. McRae
(2003) and Sharf (2014) argue that Chan's use of the text was not anti-intellectual
but performative, aiming to provoke direct insight by unsettling habitual
cognitive structures. This performativity closely aligns with the contemporary
cognitive science perspective of Varela, Thompson, and Rosch (1991), who
identify parallels between Buddhist non-self and emptiness and enactive models
of cognition, in which knowing emerges from embodied, relational engagement
rather than a detached representational stance.

While debates continue over the text's provenance (Nattier 1992 vs.
defenders of Indian origin) and the interpretive weight of its mantra, there is
scholarly consensus that in the Chinese context the Heart Satra was both a
doctrinal précis and a practical catalyst for epistemic transformation. Across
Sanlun, Yogacara, Tiantai, Huayan, and Chan traditions, emptiness is
consistently framed not as nihilism but as a method for reconfiguring the
conditions of knowing—an insight that bridges Buddhist soteriology with
broader philosophical concerns about the nature and limits of cognition.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a textual-historical and philosophical-analytical
methodology to explore the epistemic implications of $unyata (%) as articulated
in the Heart Saitra and its reception in Chinese Buddhist thought. Given the
conceptual nature of the topic, the research emphasizes close reading and critical
analysis of primary texts, complemented by engagement with secondary
scholarship to contextualize and interpret doctrinal, historical, and
epistemological developments. Primary sources include essential editions and
translations of the Heart Stitra, notably Kumarajiva’'s widely influential Chinese
translation (T 252) and Xuanzang’s recension, as well as Kuiji's commentaries
that reflect Yogacara/Faxiang interpretive frameworks (Lopez, 1996, pp. 8-10).
In addition, Sanlun/Madhyamaka commentaries, particularly Jizang’s exegesis,
are analyzed to investigate the dialectical treatment of emptiness and its
epistemic function in destabilizing conceptual reification (Cheng, 1982, pp. 54-
58). Chinese commentaries and practice-oriented sources from Tiantai, Huayan,
and Chan traditions are also examined to understand how the epistemic
dimensions of Stinyata were integrated into contemplative praxis and ritual
performance (Swanson, 1989, pp. 91-95).

Secondary sources provide critical context and interpretive perspectives,
including historical studies on the text’s transmission and provenance (Nattier,
1992, pp. 163-165) and scholarly analyses of the epistemological and cognitive
implications of emptiness in different Chinese Buddhist schools (Garfield, 2015,
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pp. 87-92). Additionally, comparative studies bridging Buddhist insights with
contemporary cognitive science and philosophy of mind provide a framework
for assessing the Heart Stitra’s relevance to modern epistemology (Varela, 1991,
pp- 144-150). These secondary sources are evaluated critically, with attention to
interpretive debates, methodological rigor, and scholarly consensus, thereby
enabling a nuanced synthesis of doctrinal, historical, and epistemic dimensions.

Analytically, the study combines three complementary strategies. First,
textual-exegesis analysis involves a detailed reading of primary texts to identify
and interpret key doctrinal claims regarding emptiness, dependent origination,
and non-conceptual wisdom. Second, comparative hermeneutics traces
interpretive variations across Chinese Buddhist schools, highlighting
convergences, divergences, and the interplay between textual authority, ritual
practice, and contemplative experience. Third, philosophical-epistemic synthesis
situates these insights within broader discussions on cognition, perception, and
epistemic transformation, emphasizing how the Heart Satra reconfigures
conventional modes of knowing into non-dual, non-reifying awareness.

The scope of this study focuses on Chinese Buddhist engagement with the
Heart Satra from the early medieval period through the Tang dynasty,
prioritizing major interpretive traditions. While later developments in East Asia,
such as in Japan and Korea, are beyond the immediate focus, the methodological
framework employed here allows for a rigorous examination of textual,
philosophical, and cognitive dimensions within a historically grounded Chinese
context. By combining historical-philological analysis with philosophical
interpretation, this methodology ensures both fidelity to the primary sources and
conceptual clarity, making it well-suited to investigate the Heart Satra as a
catalyst for epistemic transformation within Chinese Buddhist thought.

RESEARCH RESULT AND DISCUSSION

The Heart Sutra (7K & % %/ &) functions as a concise yet profound
epistemic manual, elucidating the transformative potential of emptiness
(Stnyata, =) within the framework of Chinese Buddhist philosophy. Its core
assertion —that all phenomena, including the five skandhas (F1%4), are empty,
serves not merely as a metaphysical statement but as a practical guide for
cognitive restructuring, ethical engagement, and liberation from suffering.
Across Chinese Buddhist traditions, scholars and practitioners have interpreted
the satra’s teachings as both doctrinal and methodological, demonstrating that
emptiness simultaneously reorganizes cognition, perception, and action.
Contemporary studies in philosophy of mind and cognitive science, particularly
enactive and relational approaches, resonate with these insights, suggesting a
continuity between classical Buddhist epistemology and modern understandings
of perception and consciousness (Varela, 1991, pp. 144-150).

The Five Skandhas and the Recognition of Emptiness
The opening line of the Heart Stitra emphasizes the emptiness of the five
skandhas as foundational to epistemic transformation:

Chinese: "Bl B & EE, TRARELKEESR, RELAES, E—UEE. ”
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English: “When Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva was practicing the profound
Prajfiaparamita, he perceived that the five skandhas are empty, and thereby
overcame all suffering.”

The five skandhas, form (&), feeling (%), perception (#8), volition (17), and
consciousness (i), constitute the conventional framework through which
sentient beings experience reality. Form encompasses the material body and
physical phenomena; feeling refers to the hedonic tone of experiences, whether
pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral; perception involves recognizing and labeling
phenomena; volition constitutes intentional activity and mental formation; and
consciousness is the underlying awareness that processes experience. Together,
these aggregates construct the lived sense of self and the world, producing
habitual patterns of attachment and aversion.

Sanlun interpreters, notably Jizang (&), argue that perceiving the
emptiness of these aggregates disrupts the entrenched subject-object dichotomy,
enabling cognition to shift from representational and dualistic modes to direct,
relational insight (Cheng, 1982, pp. 54-58). In this framework, emptiness is not
merely a metaphysical abstraction but a practical method for restructuring
epistemic processes: the mind no longer treats phenomena as fixed, autonomous
entities, but apprehends them as interdependent and contingent. By destabilizing
conventional conceptual frameworks, practitioners cultivate a form of meta-
cognition in which perception itself becomes flexible and adaptive, paving the
way for insight that is immediate, non-reifying, and ethically responsive.

Tiantai scholars, particularly Zhiyi, situate this recognition within the
threefold truth (=i%) framework. Conventional truth acknowledges the
functional reality of the skandhas and daily experiential phenomena, allowing
individuals to operate effectively in social and moral contexts. Ultimate truth, by
contrast, reveals that these aggregates lack intrinsic existence, thereby freeing
cognition from the misapprehension of permanence or selthood. The middle
truth reconciles these two dimensions, showing that conventional and ultimate
realities are not contradictory but mutually inclusive. This reconciliation fosters
a cognitive-ethical integration in which insight into emptiness informs
compassionate and morally responsible action without imposing rigid dualities
(Swanson, 1989, pp. 91-95).

Moreover, recognition of the emptiness of the skandhas serves as a
gateway to soteriological transformation. By recognizing that sensations,
perceptions, and volitional formations are empty, the practitioner loosens the
grip of attachment and aversion, which, according to Buddhist theory, are the
primary causes of suffering. The epistemic shift here is thus inseparable from
practical outcomes: the cognitive realization of emptiness generates a
psychological and ethical space for liberation (moksa) and compassionate
engagement. Contemporary scholarship highlights additional implications of
this recognition. Studies in Buddhist epistemology suggest that perceiving the
emptiness of the five skandhas fosters cognitive flexibility, attentional
decentering, and reduced conceptual reification, aligning with modern
psychological and neuroscientific models of mindfulness and metacognition
(Varela, 1991, pp. 144-150). In this sense, the Heart Satra anticipates
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contemporary insights into the relationship between perception, cognition, and
ethical responsiveness, illustrating that epistemic transformation is not purely
theoretical but enacted in thought, behavior, and lived experience.

The emptiness of the skandhas also challenges entrenched ontological
assumptions about selfhood and identity. By revealing that the constituents of
experience are contingent, interdependent, and devoid of inherent essence, the
Heart Sttra undermines the conventional notion of a stable, autonomous self.
This deconstruction creates a space for non-dual awareness, wherein self and
other, perceiver and perceived, are understood as mutually arising. Such insight
is central to the broader epistemic project of the Prajiiaparamita: to cultivate a
mode of knowing that is simultaneously reflective, transformative, and ethically
grounded.

Form and Emptiness: Non-Dual Cognition

The Heart Sttra asserts the non-duality of form and emptiness:

Chinese: “BAERZ, =AEE, B, =HEE. ”

English: “Form is not different from emptiness; emptiness is not different from
form. Form is emptiness; emptiness is form.”

This statement encapsulates the epistemic and ontological heart of the
Prajfiaparamita, challenging the conventional dichotomies that structure
ordinary perception and thought. At the cognitive level, it destabilizes the
tendency to reify phenomena, encouraging non-dual awareness in which
phenomena are apprehended relationally rather than as fixed, independent
entities. The principle suggests that the empirical world and the ultimate reality
are not separate planes but mutually illuminating aspects of experience, fostering
a holistic and dynamic epistemology.

Huayan interpreters, in particular, emphasize the doctrine of
interpenetration (3 #¥), wherein every phenomenon reflects and contains all
others (Cook, 1977, pp. 56-61). This relational ontology transforms the
practitioner’s perception, illustrating that cognition is not limited to isolated
objects but encompasses the interdependent web of phenomena. By internalizing
this perspective, individuals cultivate cognitive flexibility —the ability to hold
apparently contradictory perspectives simultaneously —and develop a
sensitivity to relational causality and interconnection.

Yogacara scholars, such as Kuiji, extend this analysis by emphasizing the
constructed and relational nature of consciousness itself. From this perspective,
the mind does not passively mirror reality but actively constitutes experience
through dependent processes (Lusthaus, 2002, pp. 512-516). Recognizing
emptiness, therefore, constitutes an epistemic reconfiguration, wherein the
practitioner’s cognitive structures shift from rigid, representational models
toward an emergent, context-sensitive mode of knowing. This insight not only
transforms perception but also destabilizes entrenched notions of a fixed self,
highlighting the interdependence of the subject and object, the knower and the
known.

Furthermore, the non-duality of form and emptiness carries profound
ethical and soteriological implications. By perceiving phenomena as empty yet
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functionally operative, the practitioner can act in the world without attachment
or aversion, embodying compassionate and skillful action. This mirrors Zhiyi’s
Tiantai integration of the threefold truth (=7f), wherein the ultimate
understanding of emptiness does not negate conventional reality but informs
ethical engagement, thereby linking cognition and moral responsibility
(Swanson, 1989, pp. 91-95).

At a broader epistemological level, the formula @B12%=, Z=HIEE
exemplifies the transformative potential of non-dual cognition. Practitioners
learn to perceive phenomena dynamically, appreciating both their contingent,
interdependent nature and their conventional efficacy. This enables navigation
of complex cognitive and social landscapes without falling into extremes of
nihilism or rigid realism. In contemporary cognitive science, this insight
resonates with relational and enactive theories of mind, which emphasize
perception and consciousness as emergent, interactive, and context-sensitive
processes (Varela, 1991, pp. 144-150). Non-dual cognition fosters a form of
metacognitive awareness, in which the practitioner observes the interplay
between mental representations, habitual conceptualizations, and experiential
reality. This meta-awareness allows for the deconstruction of cognitive biases
and the cultivation of insight that is simultaneously epistemic, ethical, and
soteriological. The Heart Stitra thus functions not merely as a doctrinal text but
as a practical guide for reorienting both mind and action, illustrating how
philosophical insight can translate into cognitive and ethical transformation.
The non-duality of form and emptiness serves as a foundation for subsequent
stages of the stitra, including the systematic negation of sensory and conceptual
structures and the cultivation of Prajfia (non-conceptual wisdom). By
establishing the relational, interdependent nature of phenomena, the practitioner
is prepared to engage in deeper epistemic and soteriological work, culminating
in liberation from suffering and embodied wisdom. This highlights the Heart
Satra’s holistic epistemic paradigm, where philosophical insight, cognitive
restructuring, and ethical practice are inseparably intertwined.

Negation of Sensory and Conceptual Structures

Following the assertion of non-duality, the Heart Statra systematically
negates the conventional sensory and conceptual frameworks through which
experience is usually mediated:

Chinese: “EIRESE 5T, HEBEURBZE BERADEERRET. 7

English: “There is no eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, or mind; no forms, sounds,
smells, tastes, touches, or dharmas; no eye realm, up to no realm of mind-
consciousness.”

This passage functions as a methodological deconstruction of the
epistemic and cognitive structures that ordinarily define experience. By negating
both sensory faculties and the conceptual categories (dharmas) they apprehend,
the satra demonstrates that knowledge and perception are neither fixed nor
autonomous. Rather, cognition arises relationally, contingent upon
interdependent processes.

Sanlun interpreters, including Jizang, emphasize that this radical negation
is not intended to endorse nihilism but to reveal the dependent and constructed
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nature of all phenomena (Cheng, 1982, pp. 60-62). The emptiness of sensory and
conceptual structures dismantles habitual attachment to perceptions and ideas,
enabling the practitioner to perceive reality with direct, unmediated insight. In
other words, epistemic transformation occurs not through the accumulation of
knowledge but through the liberation from fixed conceptual constraints.

Tiantai and Huayan scholars expand this understanding by emphasizing
that the negation of sensory and conceptual structures is consonant with practical
ethical engagement. Zhiyi's framework of the threefold truth (= &) ensures that
while ultimate emptiness is recognized, conventional functions remain intact.
Practitioners continue to interact with the world effectively, but their
engagement is now informed by an awareness of contingency and
interdependence (Swanson, 1989, pp. 91-95). Similarly, Huayan interpretations,
particularly the doctrine of interpenetration (EZ5##¥), suggest that negating
sensory and conceptual boundaries does not lead to detachment or passivity;
rather, it enhances relational responsiveness, allowing cognition and ethical
action to unfold dynamically (Cook, 1977, pp. 56-61).

From a cognitive perspective, this stage of the sutra cultivates
metacognition and deconstructive insight. By systematically negating the
conventional categories through which the mind structures experience, the
practitioner learns to recognize cognitive habits, perceptual biases, and
conceptual fixations. This resonates with contemporary theories in cognitive
science and philosophy of mind, particularly enactive and relational models,
which understand perception and cognition as emergent, context-sensitive
processes (Varela, 1991, pp. 144-150). In this framework, the emptiness of sensory
and conceptual structures is not a negation of experience itself, but a
reorientation of how experience is processed and understood.

This negation has soteriological significance. Attachment, craving, and
aversion, considered primary sources of suffering in Buddhist thought, arise
from a misapprehension of sensory and conceptual phenomena as inherently
existing. By recognizing the emptiness of these structures, practitioners weaken
the grip of attachment and cultivate equanimity, insight, and compassion. Thus,
epistemic transformation is inseparable from the ethical and existential aims of
the Heart Satra: liberation is realized through cognitive reconfiguration and
relational awareness.

The passage also serves as a prelude to non-conceptual wisdom (Prajiia).
Once the practitioner has recognized the emptiness of both perception and
conception, the mind is prepared to engage directly with reality without reliance
on discursive thought or conceptual mediation. This stage of training emphasizes
embodied insight and experiential understanding, bridging philosophy,
cognition, and ethical practice. The systematic negation reinforces a holistic
epistemic paradigm in which philosophical insight, cognitive flexibility, and
ethical action converge. The practitioner is not merely acquiring knowledge but
is undergoing a transformative process in which perception, conceptual
understanding, and moral responsiveness are realigned with the relational,
interdependent nature of reality. This methodological deconstruction
exemplifies the Heart Sttra’s enduring significance as both a philosophical text
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and a practical guide, demonstrating that accurate understanding arises from
insight into the emptiness of the structures through which reality is ordinarily
apprehended.

Non-Conceptual Wisdom (Prajiia) and Embodied Cognition

The Heart Sttra emphasizes the role of Prajiia, or non-conceptual wisdom,
as the culmination of epistemic and cognitive transformation:

Chinese: “JEEINERS, WEMSHEEEERRENEEDH, OEER. ”
English: “There is no wisdom and no attainment. Because nothing is attained, the
Bodhisattva relies on Prajiiaparamita, and the mind is free of hindrance.”

This passage highlights a radical epistemological principle: accurate
understanding does not arise from the accumulation of conceptual knowledge
but through direct, non-conceptual insight into reality. In essence, the mind
perceives phenomena without the mediation of labels, categories, or fixed
conceptual structures. The emphasis on “no attainment” (#%5) reflects the
epistemic stance that Prajha is ungraspable, resisting conventional cognitive
schemas while simultaneously fostering clarity, openness, and relational
awareness.

Sanlun commentators, such as Jizang, interpret this non-conceptual
wisdom as epistemically liberative. By disengaging from discursive thought, the
practitioner enters a cognitive state in which habitual dualities, such as self and
other, subject and object, are dissolved (Cheng, 1982, pp. 64-68). This does not
imply cognitive passivity; instead, it allows the mind to operate dynamically,
responding to phenomena in a manner that is both perceptually accurate and
ethically attuned.

Chan and Tiantai traditions emphasize the embodied dimension of Prajia.
Meditation, mantra recitation, and ritual practice are not merely devotional
exercises but enactments of epistemic insight. In these practices, the body and
mind are integrated as instruments of cognition, illustrating that understanding
is not solely discursive but embodied and relational (McRae, 2003, pp. 122-125).
For instance, reciting the Heart Sttra mantra embodies its epistemic content,
reinforcing the perception of emptiness while simultaneously cultivating
attentional stability and ethical awareness.

From a cognitive science perspective, this aligns with enactive and
relational theories of mind, which posit that cognition emerges through dynamic
interactions between the agent and environment rather than through passive
representation (Varela, 1991, pp. 144-150). The Heart Satra anticipates these
insights by presenting wisdom (Prajfia) as a mode of perception and action
inseparable from context, embodiment, and relational engagement. In this
framework, non-conceptual wisdom is not an abstract ideal but a practical
method for reorganizing cognition, perception, and behavior in a coherent,
integrative manner.

The ethical and soteriological implications of Prajiia are also central. By
freeing the mind from conceptual fixation and attachment, the practitioner
cultivates equanimity, compassion, and ethical responsiveness. Non-conceptual
wisdom thus functions as both an epistemic and moral principle: it transforms
how phenomena are apprehended and how actions are enacted. In the Tiantai
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and Huayan frameworks, this transformation is holistic, uniting cognitive clarity,
ethical conduct, and spiritual realization (Swanson, 1989, pp. 56-61). Finally, non-
conceptual wisdom underscores the Heart Suatra’s integrative epistemic
paradigm. It bridges the deconstruction of sensory and conceptual structures
with practical cognitive and ethical transformation, preparing the practitioner for
the ultimate soteriological goal: liberation from suffering. By emphasizing direct,
embodied insight, the satra presents a methodology in which perception,
cognition, and action are dynamically aligned with the relational, interdependent
nature of reality.

Liberation from Suffering through Cognitive Reorientation

The Heart Satra explicitly connects epistemic transformation with the

soteriological aim of liberation from suffering:

Chinese: “lBE A& =, E—VIEHE. ”

English: “Perceiving that the five skandhas are empty, one overcomes all
suffering.”

This statement highlights a central tenet of Buddhist philosophy: cognitive
insight into emptiness directly facilitates the cessation of suffering (duhkha). By
recognizing the emptiness of the five skandhas, the practitioner realizes that the
sources of attachment, craving, and aversion —root causes of suffering —are not
intrinsically existent. This epistemic reorientation undermines habitual clinging
and opens the way for both psychological and ethical transformation.

Sanlun and Madhyamaka interpreters, including Jizang, emphasize that
such liberation is epistemically mediated. Insight into emptiness is not purely
theoretical but reconfigures cognitive and perceptual processes, enabling the
practitioner to apprehend reality relationally rather than through fixed, dualistic
categories (Cheng, 1982, pp. 54-58). This shift has both practical and ethical
dimensions: cognition alignhed with emptiness naturally fosters compassion,
patience, and skillful action, illustrating the inseparability of knowledge and
conduct.

Tiantai interpretations, particularly Zhiyi's threefold truth (=7#)
framework, further elaborate on the interplay between cognition and liberation.
Conventional truth maintains the world's functionality, enabling ethical and
socially responsible engagement, while ultimate truth reveals the emptiness
underlying all phenomena. The middle truth synthesizes these insights,
demonstrating that liberation arises not from detachment from reality but from
transformative perception of reality as it is, empty yet interdependent (Swanson,
1989, pp. 91-95). In this way, epistemic transformation is both reflective and
practical, integrating ethical responsiveness with cognitive insight.

Huayan and Chan traditions add an embodied dimension to the concept
of liberation. By incorporating meditation, mantra recitation, and ritual practice,
the practitioner enacts the epistemic insights of emptiness in lived experience
(Cook, 1977, pp. 56-61). For instance, reciting the Heart Stitra mantra serves as
both a cognitive anchor and an affective regulator, reinforcing insight while
cultivating equanimity, mindfulness, and compassionate responsiveness. This
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embodied enactment demonstrates that epistemic transformation is inseparable
from psychological and ethical transformation.

From a modern perspective, this process parallels insights in cognitive
science and philosophy of mind, particularly in enactive and relational
frameworks. Cognitive restructuring through insight into emptiness can be
likened to decentering practices in mindfulness-based interventions, which
reduce attachment to self-referential cognition and foster adaptive, context-
sensitive perception (Varela, 1991, pp. 144-150). In both classical Buddhist and
contemporary frameworks, liberation is achieved not by passive disengagement
but by active reorganization of perception, cognition, and action.

The soteriological significance of this cognitive reorientation is further
reinforced by the Heart Stitra’s emphasis on non-conceptual wisdom (Prajiia). By
integrating insight into emptiness with embodied and ethical practice, the
practitioner attains a state of mental encumbrance (I[>#Z#E), free from the
distortions of attachment, aversion, and egoic conceptualization. This liberation
is thus simultaneously epistemic, psychological, and ethical, illustrating the
holistic nature of the sitra’s transformative paradigm. The Heart Stitra presents
liberation from suffering not as an abstract metaphysical goal but as the practical
outcome of epistemic transformation. By perceiving the emptiness of the five
skandhas, deconstructing sensory and conceptual structures, and cultivating
non-conceptual wisdom, the practitioner achieves a profound cognitive, ethical,
and soteriological reorientation. This dynamic integration of insight, practice,
and ethical responsiveness underscores the enduring relevance of the Heart Sttra
as a method for transforming consciousness and behavior in both historical and
contemporary contexts.

The Concluding Mantra and Embodied Cognition

The Heart Staitra concludes with the iconic mantra:

Chinese: “f&F a5, MNEBRF, KEMBRF, ZREET. 7

English: “Gone, gone, gone beyond, gone utterly beyond, Enlightenment, hail
This mantra serves as a performative culmination of the stitra’s epistemic and
soteriological teachings. Beyond its ritual function, it encapsulates the
transformative process of insight into emptiness, cognitive restructuring, and
liberation from suffering. Each phrase signals progressive stages of
transcendence: “gone” (¥85%) indicates movement beyond habitual conceptual
attachments; “gone beyond” (Ji Z&&7%) signifies surpassing dualistic cognition;
“gone utterly beyond” (KZEE¥85%) reflects full realization of non-dual
awareness; and “Enlightenment, hail!” (FiZF£250) affirms the attainment of
cognitive liberation (bodhi) through embodied practice.

Chan and Tiantai commentaries emphasize that recitation of the mantra
integrates cognitive, ethical, and embodied dimensions. It is not merely verbal
repetition but a bodily enactment of epistemic insight, reinforcing the recognition
of emptiness while cultivating attentional stability, equanimity, and
compassionate responsiveness (McRae, 2003, pp. 122-125). The mantra embodies
the principle that knowledge and action are inseparable: cognition of emptiness
is simultaneously expressed and reinforced through embodied practice.

'II

1086



Indonesian Journal of Interdisciplinary Research in Science and Technology (MARCOPOLO)
Vol. 3, No. 11, 2025 : 1075 - 1090

From a cognitive science perspective, the mantra exemplifies enactive
cognition, wherein mind and body co-constitute knowledge through dynamic
engagement with the environment (Varela, 1991, pp. 144-150). Repetition of the
mantra focuses attention, modulates affective states, and reinforces relational
awareness, illustrating that epistemic transformation is enacted rather than
merely conceptual. This underscores the Heart Sttra’s practical orientation:
liberation and insight are realized through integrated embodied cognition,
attention, and relational engagement.

Ethically, the mantra serves as a reminder of compassionate
responsiveness. By internalizing the emptiness of phenomena, the practitioner
transcends self-centered cognition, enabling ethically attuned interaction with
others. The ritual recitation, therefore, consolidates both cognitive and moral
insight, exemplifying the inseparability of philosophical reflection, ethical
conduct, and embodied practice. Moreover, the concluding mantra functions as
a synthesis of the sttra’s transformative paradigm. It integrates the recognition
of the five skandhas’ emptiness, the non-duality of form and emptiness, the
deconstruction of sensory and conceptual structures, and the cultivation of non-
conceptual wisdom. Through embodied recitation and contemplative practice,
these insights coalesce into a holistic epistemic and soteriological experience,
demonstrating the Heart Sttra’s enduring relevance as a practical guide for
transforming consciousness.

In contemporary terms, this integrated approach resonates with modern
mindfulness and cognitive science research, which emphasizes the role of
attentional training, embodiment, and metacognition in promoting adaptive,
ethical, and relational forms of cognition (Lutz, 2007, pp. 228-235). The mantra
exemplifies a centuries-old methodology for cultivating enactive insight,
revealing that cognitive transformation is not confined to abstract reflection but
is enacted through body, speech, and mind in a continuous, dynamic process.

Synthesis: Emptiness as an Epistemic Paradigm

The Heart Suatra presents emptiness (Stinyata) not merely as a
metaphysical abstraction but as a comprehensive epistemic and transformative
principle. Across the text, we observe a progression: from recognizing the
emptiness of the five skandhas, to understanding the non-duality of form and
emptiness, to deconstructing sensory and conceptual structures, culminating in
the cultivation of non-conceptual wisdom (Prajiia) and embodied practice
through mantra recitation. Each stage constitutes a methodological step in
reorganizing cognition, perception, and ethical responsiveness.

Recognition of the five skandhas’ emptiness (BB 7EE 5, BREAHEED)
destabilizes habitual subject-object dichotomies, fostering a relational mode of
cognition in which interdependence is directly perceived (Cheng, 1982, pp. 54-
58). This foundational insight initiates epistemic reorientation, preparing the
practitioner to apprehend phenomena dynamically rather than through fixed,
reified categories. Tiantai and Sanlun frameworks situate this recognition within
the threefold truth (=7%), balancing conventional functionality with ultimate
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insight, demonstrating that ethical action and epistemic clarity are inseparable
(Swanson, 1989, pp. 91-95).

The non-duality of form and emptiness (BHl;2=, ZTBI;EE) extends this
epistemic framework. By dissolving rigid dichotomies, it cultivates cognitive
flexibility, enabling practitioners to hold complexity and contradiction without
conceptual rigidity. Huayan doctrines of interpenetration (EZEEHY) and
Yogacara analyses of consciousness as relational and constructed further
underscore that knowledge arises contextually, dynamically, and relationally
(Cook, 1977, pp. 56-61). This non-dual cognition facilitates insight into the
contingent and interdependent nature of reality, reinforcing both ethical and
soteriological responsiveness.

Negation of sensory and conceptual structures (EfREEEF5E, EGE
BHR#EL) represents a methodological deconstruction, revealing that
conventional perceptual and conceptual categories are constructed,
interdependent, and empty. This stage cultivates metacognitive awareness,
reduces attachment to habitual cognitive patterns, and aligns with contemporary
enactive and relational models of mind, wherein perception and cognition
emerge through dynamic interaction with context (Varela, 1991, pp. 144-150).
Liberation from suffering (FE—1J&/E) is thereby directly linked to epistemic
transformation: insight into emptiness generates psychological flexibility, ethical
clarity, and compassionate responsiveness.

Non-conceptual wisdom (Prajia) and embodied cognition (& JREEF,
I0EERE) operationalize these insights. Prajiia, ungraspable yet directly
experienced, demonstrates that epistemic transformation is enacted rather than
merely conceptual. Meditation, mantra recitation, and ritual practice integrate
cognition, embodiment, and ethical awareness, illustrating that liberation from
suffering is inseparable from the reorientation of perception, thought, and action
(McRae, 2003, pp. 122-125).

The concluding mantra (387585, HER, KEGER, SIEEEN)
synthesizes this epistemic journey. It embodies cognitive, ethical, and embodied
practices, translating abstract insights into performative, lived experiences. This
integration demonstrates that the Heart Satra’s epistemic paradigm is holistic,
dynamic, and actionable, bridging philosophical reflection, cognitive
restructuring, ethical engagement, and soteriological transformation. In
contemporary terms, this paradigm resonates with relational, enactive, and
mindfulness-informed approaches to cognition. The Heart Satra anticipates
modern understandings of attention, metacognition, and ethical action by
emphasizing the interdependence of perception, cognition, and moral
responsiveness. Emptiness functions as both a cognitive methodology and an
ethical framework, guiding practitioners toward insight, liberation, and
compassionate engagement with the world.

The Heart Sutra presents a transformative epistemology: emptiness
reorganizes consciousness, dismantles conceptual fixations, fosters relational and
ethical awareness, and culminates in embodied wisdom. Across Chinese
Buddhist philosophical traditions — from Sanlun to Tiantai, Huayan, and Chan
—emptiness operates as a practical, lived, and methodologically robust
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paradigm for reorienting cognition, perception, and action. Its enduring
relevance lies in demonstrating that philosophical reflection, cognitive
transformation, and ethical practice are inseparably intertwined, offering a
model for holistic insight and liberation that resonates both historically and in
contemporary intellectual

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The study of the Heart Sutra (f&#& K #& % %/ &) within the context of
Chinese Buddhist philosophy reveals the profound epistemic and transformative
function of emptiness (Sunyata, =). Across the text and its commentarial
traditions, emptiness is not merely a metaphysical abstraction but a
methodological principle that actively reshapes perception, cognition, and
engagement with the world. By declaring that the five skandhas (F%&)form,
feeling, perception, volition, and consciousness are empty, the sttra destabilizes
entrenched conceptual frameworks, undermining the habitual subject-object
dichotomy and fostering direct, non-reifying insight. Sanlun interpreters,
particularly Jizang (Fi), emphasize that this recognition constitutes an
epistemic transformation, in which knowledge itself is reconfigured:
understanding becomes relational, contingent, and context-sensitive rather than
rigidly representational (Cheng, 1982, pp. 54-58).

Chinese Buddhist schools expand this insight in diverse ways. Yogacara
(Faxiang) interpretations, exemplified in Kuiji's commentaries, highlight the
cognitive reorientation achieved through the perception of emptiness,
demonstrating that mental representations and consciousness are dependent,
relational, and devoid of intrinsic existence (Lusthaus, 2002, pp. 512-516). Tiantai
philosophy situates emptiness within the framework of the threefold truth (=5#
), integrating conventional and ultimate realities to harmonize practical
engagement with ultimate understanding (Swanson, 1989, pp. 91-95). Huayan
further emphasizes relational interpenetration (FEHEHE), showing that
epistemic insight involves both microcosmic and macrocosmic connections
among all phenomena. Chan traditions, in turn, highlight the performative and
embodied realization of emptiness, where meditation, recitation, and ritual enact
the epistemic transformation outlined by the sttra, uniting cognition, ethical
awareness, and spiritual practice (McRae, 2003, pp. 122-125).

In conclusion, the Heart Statra exemplifies emptiness as a dynamic
epistemic principle, demonstrating how philosophical reflection, cognitive
reorientation, and embodied practice converge to transform perception,
understanding, and ethical conduct. Within Chinese Buddhist philosophy, the
sutra operates as both a doctrinal foundation and a methodological guide,
highlighting the inseparability of knowledge, practice, and liberation. Its lasting
importance extends beyond the spiritual and philosophical fields to modern
studies of cognition and consciousness, providing a framework in which
knowing is relational, transformative, and closely tied to lived experience.

ADVANCED RESEARCH
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Future research may extend this study by examining the reception and
reinterpretation of the Heart of Prajriaparamita Sutra in later Chinese Buddhist
traditions, particularly during the Song and Ming dynasties, to assess the
continuity and transformation of its philosophical meanings. Further
comparative studies could also explore how the doctrine of emptiness was
integrated into other East Asian contexts, such as Korean and Japanese
Buddhism, to highlight regional variations in interpretation. In addition,
interdisciplinary approaches that combine philosophy, religious studies, and
cognitive theory could deepen understanding of how concepts like sinyata
function as ethical and epistemological frameworks, thereby enriching broader
discussions on cross-cultural philosophy and religious dialogue.
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