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Ambiguity
1.Subjectively: Wavering of opinion; hesitation, doubt, 

uncertainty, as to one's course. Obs.

2.An uncertainty, a dubiety. Obs.

3.Objectively: Capability of being understood in two or more 

ways; double or dubious signification.

4.A word or phrase susceptible of more than one meaning;

in Literary Criticism, William Empson's (1930) Seven Types of 

Ambiguity: “An ambiguity, in ordinary speech, means something

very pronounced, and as a rule witty and deceitful [1953 (ed. 3)  



Key points
(1) ambiguity is no one's cultural property.

(2) ambiguity is neither a deficit nor a virtue. 

(3) attributions of ambiguity can arise from 

misunderstanding due to differences in conceptual and/or 

social and ritual systems. 



Example 1: Music

 Sonata No. 1 in G Minor (BVW 1001) 

 Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750)

 Yehudi Menuhin (1934-1936)

John Thompson, silkqin.com      

Ziye Wu ge 子夜吳歌 Ziye Song of Wu 

music anon., words, Li Bai 李白 (c.705-762) 

長安一片月 Chang'an, one slice of moon 
萬戶搗衣聲 the sound of 10,000 homes pounding cloth 
秋風吹不盡 autumn winds blow without end 
總是玉關情 always feeling [your leaving by] the Jade Gate 
何日平胡虜 what day will they pacify the northern Hu
良人罷遠徵 and my love end this distant levy



Bach Sonata No. 1 in G Minor (BVW 1001)



Ziye Wu ge 子夜吳歌 (Ziye Song of Wu)



The notation
left: open string

 string five 五
 right: gou 勾 (middle finger in)

[left: open string, from previous note]
string 7 七
right: tiao 挑 (index finger out)

left: position 9 九, big 大 (index) finger 
string 6 六, 
right: gou
left: jin 今 tight vibrato

[left: position 9, index finger, from previous note] 
string 7 七
right: gou
left finger rises 上 to position 7 七,  jin vibrato

left: position 7 七, index 大 finger
right: cuo 撮 (writen 早) indicates two strings: 

7 with tuo (thumb strokes outward) 
1 (open string) with gou.



Qin symbols

• da 打 (8) ring finger pulling inward “a bird hopping about”  
• poci 潑刺 (13) index, middle, ring fingers pull two strings in 

and out like “a swimming fish moving its tail”
• fanqi 泛起  (52) harmonics



Example 2: Ambiguity as Clarity

• Being clear on what we (do not) know

• “Truth and clarity are complementary”

• “Never express yourself more clearly than you are able to 

think.”

Niels Bohr (1885-1962)



Greek Grammatical Specificity

μῆνιν ἄειδε θεὰ Πηληϊάδεω Ἀχιλῆος
οὐλομένην, ἣ μυρί᾽ Ἀχαιοῖς ἄλγε᾽ ἔθηκε,
πολλὰς δ᾽ ἰφθίμους ψυχὰς Ἄϊδι προΐαψεν
ἡρώων, αὐτοὺς δὲ ἑλώρια τεῦχε κύνεσσιν
οἰωνοῖσί τε πᾶσι, Διὸς δ᾽ ἐτελείετο βουλή,
ἐξ οὗ δὴ τὰ πρῶτα διαστήτην ἐρίσαντε
Ἀτρεΐδης τε ἄναξ ἀνδρῶν καὶ δῖος Ἀχιλλεύς.

Sing Muse the wrath of Achilles son of Peleus
ruinous, which put untold sufferings on the Achaeans
and many mighty souls it hurled to Hades 
of heroes and them themselves it rendered prey to dogs 
and all birds [of prey] and the plan of Zeus was fulfilled
from the time when first they two stood apart quarreling 
the son of Atreus, lord of men, and noble Achilles

Homer, Iliad 1.1-7



Classical Chinese Ambiguity: Mencius 5A4
咸丘蒙曰。舜之不臣堯、則吾既得聞命矣。詩云。

普天之下。莫非王土。率土之濱。莫非王臣。而舜

既為天子矣。敢問瞽瞍之非臣如何。曰。是詩也、

非是之謂也。勞於王事、而不得養父母也。曰。此

莫非王事。我獨賢勞也。故說詩者、不以文害辭。

不以辭害志。以意逆志是為得之。

Xianqiu Meng said,“I have already gotten your point that
Shun did not treat Yao as his subject. But, the Poetry 
says,‘Under the entire heaven, / There is no land that is 
not the king’s. / To the borders of the land, / There is no 
man who is not the king’s subject’. Since Shun had 
already become the Son of Heaven, I venture to ask, how
was the Blind Man [his father] not his subject?”
Mencius replied,“It is an ode! That is not what it means. 
It only tells of people being so laboriously employed in 
the king’s business that they could not attend to the 
needs of their own parents. They were saying, ‘Isn’t this 
the king’s business? Why are we alone overworked?’ 
Therefore, one who explains the Poetry should not let 
rhetorical embellishment harm [the understanding of ] 
words and should not let words harm [the understanding 
of ] the author’s intent. One should use what one 
construes [from a text] to trace the author’s intent, 
and thereby get the meaning of a poem.”

(Mengzi yinde, 35/5A/4, 
trans. Cai 2014, 266-267, emphasis added)



以意逆志

 Yi 意: conception, speculation, imagination, textual 
meaning

Ni 逆: “actively trace back to,” “to passively wait to 
meet something” 

Zhi 志: moral intent, feelings. 

Syntax: whose yi 意 and zhi 志?

Practices of fushi 賦詩 (presenting the Odes) 

                   yinshi 引詩 (quoting from the Odes). 



Specificity in Classical Chinese

長安一片月 Chang'an, one slice of moon 
萬戶搗衣聲 the sound of 10,000 homes pounding cloth 
秋風吹不盡 autumn winds blow without end 
總是玉關情 always feeling [your leaving by] the Jade Gate 
何日平胡虜 what day will they pacify the northern Hu
良人罷遠徵 and my love end this distant levy



Example 3: The Pulse(s)
The pulse is checked to:

• See how well the heart is working. In an emergency, pulse 
rate can help find out if the heart is pumping enough blood. 

• Help find the cause of symptoms such as irregular or rapid 
heartbeat, dizziness, fainting, chest pain, or shortness of 
breath

• Check for blood flow after an injury or when a blood vessel 
may be blocked. 

• Check on medicines or diseases that cause a slow heart rate. 
• Check general health and fitness level. 

http://www.webmd.com/heart-disease/pulse-measurement#1



The Pulse in Ancient Greece
● Praxagoras of Cos (c. 340 BCE)

● Herophilus of Chalcedon (335-280 BCE)

● Rufus of Ephesus (1st century BCE- 1st century CE)

● Erasistratus of Ceos (304-250 BCE)

● Galen of Pergamon (130-200 CE)



Pulse Diagnosis by Erasistratus

 Érasistrate découvrant la cause de la maladie d’Antiochius dans 
son amour pour Stratonice
(Erasistratus discovering the Cause of the disease of Antiochus in
his love for Stratonike)

Jacques-Louis David (1774)

École nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts

 



Galen on the Heart 
The double and compounded motion of the arteries 
which we call the pulse is governed by the heart as we 
ourselves elsewhere, and many others before us have 
demonstrated; it is not so, however, in the manner 
supposed by Erasistratus, but as both Herophilus and 
Hippocrates, and nearly all the most esteemed of the 
ancient physicians and philosophers believed. For that 
power which is in the body of the heart by which it 
expands and contracts, flowing out through their coats to
all the arteries expands and contracts them, just as it does
the heart 
(Kuehn  V, 163–165, trans. Furley and Wilkie 1984, 
210–211)  



The 12 Pulses 

Cun kou 寸口 left wrist right wrist
 floating small intestine large intestine

sunken heart lungs
Guan kou 關口

floating gall bladder stomach
sunken liver spleen

Chi kou  尺口
floating urinary bladder san jiao
sunken kidneys pericardium
(images modified from Kuriyama 1999, 26-27)



28 pulse qualities
1-2 depth (floating, sinking/deep)
3-4 speed (slow, rapid)
5-6 width (thin, big)
7-8 strength (empty, full)
9-12 shape (slippery, choppy, wiry, tight)
13-14 length (short, long)
15-17 rhythm (knotted, buried, intermittent)
18 moderate pulse (normal depth, speed, width, strength)

19 flooding
20 minute
21 frail
22 soggy
23 leathery
24 hidden
25 confined
26 spinning bean or moving
27 hollow
28 scattered



The Divergence of the Body

(Kuriyama 1999, frontspiece)

Andreas Vesalius

De humani corporis fabrica 

libri septem (Seven books on 

the fabric of the human body)  

1543

Hua Shou 滑壽  

Shisijing fahui 十四經發揮 

(Routes of the Fourteen 

Meridians and their Functions) 

1341
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