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Abstract: The approach to Buddhist thought and practice developed
by the Sui (581-618) dynasty exegete and meditation master Tiantai
Zhiyi RBHHH (538-598) has long drawn the attention of scholars
for its philosophical sophistication. A key element in Zhiyi’s system
that has been used to represent his distinctive approach is the notion
of the three truths (Ch. sandi =), comprised of the conventional
truth of the provisional (jiz fg), the ultimate truth of emptiness
(kong %), and the truth of the middle (zhong H1) that affirms the
perfect identity between the prior two. While this paradigm has been
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interpreted by some as superseding the two truths (erd7 —i, Skt.
satyadvaya) as inherited from Indic texts, I argue that such an
assessment rests upon problematic assumptions concerning the role
of the two truths in the thought of Nagarjuna (ca. 150-250), and
that without these assumptions, Zhiyi’s notion of the three truths
can be seen as recovering and building upon important implications
already present within Indian Madhyamaka.
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1. Introduction

he fundamental problems in the study of the reception of Mad-

hyamaka thought in Chinese Buddhism were raised long ago
in Early Madbyamika in India and China by Richard Robinson;
namely, to what extent and in what manner did Chinese Buddhists
understand the Indic texts that had been translated, and in what
respects was the resulting form of Buddhism Indian or Chinese in
character?’ While Robinson took as his subject the early represen-
tatives of the so-called Sanlun School (Jp. Sanronshi =jfi><), the
basic issues that he raised concerning the reception and adaptation
of Madhyamaka in China have also provided much of the framing
for the study of Tiantai K& (Tendai) in Anglophone scholarship.
Having been considered by many to be the first approach to Bud-
dhist thought and practice developed organically on Chinese soil,
Tiantai has long occupied a special position in the study of East
Asian Buddhism.” One line of argument pursued in modern schol-

' Robinson, Early Madhyamika, S.

2 The formation of Tiantai as a distinct tradition of Chinese Buddhism with
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arship on Tiantai, represented by those such as Ng Yu-Kwan and
Brook Ziporyn, accordingly emphasizes how Zhiyi 28 (538-598),
the tradition’s de facto founder, was not fully satisfied with Indian
Madhyamaka and the writings of Nagirjuna (ca. 150-250), and
therefore forged a uniquely Chinese system that supplanted what
was found in Indic sources. Ziporyn, for instance, appraises Tiantai
as ‘[t]he carliest attempt at a thoroughgoing Sinitic reworking of
the Indian Buddhist tradition’,’ thereby emphasizing the uniquely
‘Sinitic’ character of Tiantai on the one hand, and downplaying its
basis in Indic texts on the other. Another line of interpretation repre-
sented by Paul Swanson, however, emphasizes the cogency of Zhiyi’s
thought, especially his notion of the three truths (Ch. sandi =),
with Indian Madhyamaka, and further asserts that his interpretation
served as a corrective to misleading assumptions inherited from Chi-
nese philosophy.* While these two perspectives are largely opposed in
respect to whether the system developed by Zhiyi represents a sound
interpretation of or an emphatic departure from Indian Buddhism,
and Madhyamaka in particular, they both agree in practice that
crucial to understanding the philosophical character of Tiantai is its
relationship to the thought of Nagarjuna. While such a framing is
not necessary in order to understand Tiantai specifically as a school

a particular patriarchal lineage was a multi-generational process that post-dates
Zhiyi. Especially significant are the activities of Guanding #TH (561-632), Zhi-
yi’s disciple and the principal editor of his texts, and Zhanran # (711-782),
who wrote the most important commentaries to Zhiyi’s works and thereby con-
solidated his literary legacy. For more on the roles of Guanding and Zhanran
in fashioning a distinct Tiantai identity, see Penkower, ‘In the Beginning’; and
idem, ‘Making and Remaking Tradition’ respectively.

> Ziporyn, Emptiness and Omnipresence, ix. How specialists in Tiantai sit-
uate this tradition in the broader history of Chinese Buddhism seems to have
changed little from the preceding generation of scholars. Chappell, for instance,
echoes a similar sentiment in his foreword to Swanson’s study, saying that Tian-
tai, ‘[a]s the first major school of Buddhism in East Asia...marked a watershed in
Chinese philosophy’. Swanson, Foundations of T’ien-t ai Philosophy, vii.

+ TIbid., 16-17.
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of Chinese Buddhism, we are not taking Zhiyi seriously as a Buddhist
exegete if we do not attempt to critique his interpretation against
the comparative background of sources available to us in Chinese,
Sanskrit, and Tibetan. In light of a reassessment of verse 24.18 of the
Miulamadbyamakakarika [Fundamental Verses on the Middle Way]
(MMK) and its treatment in traditional commentaries, this article
illustrates, in agreement with Swanson, that Zhiyi’s introduction of a
third truth does not present us with a radical innovation in Madhya-
maka philosophy, but rather recovers important implications within
the Indic texts themselves that had become obscured in the exegetical
writings of Chinese Buddhists.

In order to illustrate the cogency of Zhiyi’s interpretation of Indian
Madhyamaka, this article takes as its subject matter the notion of the
three truths, which has been forefront in several studies of Tiantai Bud-
dhism as one of its most critical features. Zhiyi’s positing of the truth
of the middle or centre (Ch. zhong H') that affirms the perfect identity
between the conventional truth of the provisional (j7z fi?) and the
ultimate truth of emptiness (kong %) has been taken by some modern
scholars as the hallmark of Tiantai exegesis, and a uniquely Chinese
expression of the two truths (Skt. satyadvaya) as inherited from Indian
Buddhism.’ I argue to the contrary, however, that the three truths do
not represent a radical departure from the Indic material, but rather
function as a sensitive reconstruction that captures many of the phil-
osophical implications within the Indic texts themselves, in particular
the identity of emptiness and dependently designated phenomena.

2. Zhiyi and the Three Truths

As Paul Swanson notes, although the three truths receive little direct
attention in the texts attributed to Zhiyi, this is rather because they
represent the hidden structure of his approach to Buddhist thought
and practice in general.® As such, the three truths occupy a crucial

> E.g., Donner and Stevenson, The Great Calming and Contemplation, 9.

¢ Swanson, Foundations of T’ien-t ai Philosophy, 154.
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role in Tiantai philosophy, and any treatment of its system cannot
fail to take up this topic in detail. Nonetheless, its central position
at the heart of what many have perceived to be a pivotally important
tradition of Chinese Buddhism has led some modern scholars to
overemphasize its novelty, thereby setting up the Indian tradition
simply as the backdrop to the supposed uniqueness of Tiantai
philosophy. Therefore, in addition to laying out the basic framework
of the three truths, this section also lays bare those assumptions
concerning the Indian tradition that have led some modern scholars
to assert the innovativeness of Tiantai at the expense of Indo-Tibetan
Madhyamaka.

By way of introduction, the three truths are the truth of the
provisional, being the conventionally posited entities of normal life;
the truth of emptiness, being the ultimate lack of substantial reality
on the part of such entities; and the truth of the middle or centre,
being the affirmation of the perfect and complete identity of the
prior two. The truth of the provisional is often equated with the
worldly conventional truth as inherited from Indian Madhyamaka
(Ch. sushi di {515, Ske. lokasamovrtisatya), or else the truth of
existence (Ch. youdi F7i). The truth of emptiness, moreover, is
accordingly identified with the ultimate truth (diyiy: di 55—,
Skt. paramarthasatya) on one hand, and the truth of nonexistence
(Ch. wudi #&:i#) on the other.” The distinctively Tiantai move is to
identify these three truths as being facets of a single, integrated reality,
wherein each is perfectly identical to the other two, so that the whole
triad is fully expressed by any individual member. As Zhiyi states
succinctly in one of his commentaries on the Lotus Sitra, the Miaofa
lianhua jing xuany: YTEFEHELLZXFE [The Abstruse Meaning of the
Satra of the Lotus Flower of the Wonderous Dharmal]:

7 On the identification of the provisional with conventional truth and emp-

tiness with the ultimate truth, see Guanyin xuanyi, T no. 1726, 34: 885al-
885a4. On the identification of existence with conventional truth and nonexis-
tence with ultimate truth, see Swanson, Foundations of T’ien-tai Philosophy,
33-37. See also Miaofa lianhua jing xuanyi, T no. 1716, 33: 707a16-707a18
and Fabua xuanlun, T no. 1720, 34: 403b25-403b28.
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As for the perfect three truths, it is not only the middle way that fully
includes all the dharmas of a buddha, but the ultimate and conven-
tional do as well. The three truths perfectly subsume one another,
being three as one and one as three. [EI=5##, JEHAZE H 2 i,
EARTRA. —ahElR, —==—2

From the highest perspective in Zhiyi’s system, emptiness fully
expresses the reality of a buddha in the same fashion as the provisional,
the identity of emptiness and the provisional, and vice versa. To be
empty, for instance, is to be provisional, is to be emptiness qua pro-
visionality, provisionality qua emptiness, and so forth. As Ziporyn
summarizes:

The Three Truths are conventional truth, the ultimate truth, and
the Center. The Center is the non-duality between conventional
and ultimate truth, their intersubsumption, their synonymity. The
Center means that conventional truth is also ultimate truth, that
ultimate truth is also conventional truth—that the very distinction
between them is itself only conventional, and yet, since by this very
move the conventional is not merely conventional but also ultimate,
this very distinction is itself also therefore ultimate.”

The seductiveness of such a doctrine is difficult to ignore, and the
appeal of such a system in which many of the philosophical issues
faced by Buddhist thinkers throughout the ages, such as the dichot-
omy between appearance and reality, are so confidently resolved
is readily understandable. Since the provisional and conventional
are so completely identified with the ultimate, any finite entity or
experience, no matter how mundane and trivial, is fully identical
to the complete reality of a buddha. As Zhiyi’s disciple and editor
Guanding f#TH (561-632) elegantly states in his preface to the
Mobe zhiguan FEF 1B [Great Calming and Contemplation], ‘there

8 Miaofa lianbua jing xuanyi, T no. 1716, 33: 705a5-705a7. All transla-

tions in this article are my own.

? Ziporyn, Emptiness and Omnipresence, 145. Emphasis original.



196 JACKSON MACOR

is not a single sight or smell that is not the middle way’ (—t—#& &
JErpzE). 10

Swanson lays out much of the intellectual background for Zhiyi’s
formulation of the three truths, including both teachings unique
to Zhiyi’s particular lineage as well as the influence of Chinese
‘apocryphal’ satras." One source, however, that is especially promi-
nent in scholarship on Tiantai and the three truths is MMK 24.18,
which Swanson calls the ‘the basis’ for Zhiyi’s concept of the three
truths. The Chinese translation of this verse is found both in the
Chinese translation of the kdrikas of Nagarjuna together with the
commentary of Qingmu 7 H (d.u.) translated by Kumarajiva (Ch.
Jiumoluoshi MEEEZE, ca. 344-413) (ie., the Zhonglun i [Skt.
*Madbyamakasastra, Treatise on the Middle Way]),”* as well as in
the voluminous Da zhidu lun K& & [Ske. *Mahaprajiiaparami-
topadesa, Commentary on the Larger Perfection of Wisdom Sitra],
a text occupying a prominent role in Tiantai’s internal mythology.™*

0 Mobe ghiguan, T no. 1911, 46: 1c24—1c25. While this famous line is often
presented as an encapsulation of Tiantai philosophy, a remarkably similar state-
ment is found in the Erdi yi —7#i#€ [The Meaning of the Two Truths] by Guan-
ding’s elder contemporary Jizang &5 (549-623), where the latter writes, ‘Each
sight and each scent serves to reveal the middle way’ (——7& & &8 7E). See
Erdi yi, T no. 1854, 45: 94c15-94c16. For more on the relationship between
Guanding and Jizang, see Penkower, ‘In the Beginning’.

" See chapters 3 and 8 of Swanson, Foundations of T’ien-t ai Philosophy.

2 Tbid., 121.

> In his preface to this text Sengrui 481 (353/355-419/421) records that
Qingmu’s name in Sanskrit was binjialuo BM&E (Zhonglun, T no. 1564, 30:
1a26-1a28), usually understood to correspond to ‘Pingala’. Huntington, how-
ever, concurs with Bocking that a more likely candidate is ‘Vimalaksa’, the appar-
ent name of Kumirajiva’s vinaya master. See Huntington, “The Akutobhaya and
Early Indian Madhyamaka’, 171-88. Ultimately, however, who Qingmu was
as might be reflected in Indic records is a moot point, for which reason I refer to
him by his Chinese name.

4 The quasi-mythic founder of the Tiantai tradition, Huiwen 23 (d.u.), is

said to have attained awakening when coming across this verse in the Da ghidu lun
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The verse itself in Chinese, understood in light of Qingmu’s com-
ments,' reads as follows:

We explain that dharmas arisen from a multitude of causes and
conditions are identical to emptiness. Emptiness is also a provisional
designation. It is also the meaning of the middle way.

A& R B2 2

TR TR

The verse as paraphrased in the Da zhidu lun is as follows:

Dharmas arisen from causes and conditions are called the mark of
emptiness. They are also called provisional designations. They are
also called the middle way. Rk, BA72EM, a4, vah
ﬁ'17

While this famous verse can and has been interpreted in a multitude
of ways by Buddhist thinkers across Asia, at the most basic level it
presents the four items of dependently originated dharmas, empti-
ness, provisional designation, and the middle way and asserts that the
four are identified with each other. Zhiyi frequently evokes this verse
in connection with the three truths, as when discussing the ‘complete
and immediate calming and contemplation’ (Ch. yzandun zhiguan

B 1138) in the Mobe zhiguan:

(Swanson, Foundations of T'ien-t ai Philosophy, 116). While this article focuses more
on the MMK and its translations, it is important to remember that for Tiantai
thinkers, and for Chinese Buddhist exegetes in general, Nagarjuna is just as note-
worthy for his supposed authorship of the Da ghidu lun as he is for his author-
ship of the Zhonglun.

' Qingmu’s commentary is presented in the following section as well as the
appendix.

" Zhonglun, T no. 1564, 30: 33b11-33b12. On whether or not the second
quarter should end with wx & or kong 22 see Swanson, Foundations of T'ien-t ai
Philosophy, 260, note 12.

7' Da zhidu lun, T no. 1506, 25: 107a11-107a12.
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Contemplating an object [according to the threefold contemplation]
is like [the three eyes on the single face of Mahesvara]. One contem-
plates that they are three as one, and gives rise [to an object of con-
templation] that is one as three. This is inconceivable, being neither
real nor provisional, neither superior nor inferior, neither anterior
nor posterior, neither together nor distinct, and neither great nor
small. Therefore, the Zhonglun says, ‘dharmas arisen from causes
and conditions are identical to emptiness, identical to the provisional,
and identical to the middle’. ElE N JE, B —=Bl—3F—H1=. A~n]
G, AHEAE, MEAS, NHIAE, AR, ASKAVN. #hm
=, R R AET, B2 BER D A 18

And likewise in his commentary on the Vimalakirti Sitra, the
Weimojing xuanshu #HEPEFEZER [Abstruse Commentary on the
Vimalakirti Suatra):

A verse from the Zhonglun says, “We explain that those dharmas
that arise from causes and conditions are identical to emptiness’.
This elucidates the ultimate truth. “They are also called provisional
designations’. This elucidates the conventional truth. “They are also
called the meaning of the middle way’. This elucidates the truth of
ultimate meaning as the middle way. This verse, therefore, precisely
explains the Mahayana, and elucidates the principle of the three
truths. HEmlE =, R4, TSHEZE. HHARRER. 774 BIR
. Blsefaaith. JrfarhaEsR. AIserhiE g —aaiith. e A2 A

AT, R AL

At the very least, it is evident from these citations that Zhiyi under-
stands MMK 24.18 as affirming the simultaneous identity of emp-
tiness as it appears in the second quarter, provisional designation
at it appears in the third quarter, and finally the middle way as it
appears in the last quarter. The primary subject, therefore, appears
to be ‘dharmas that arise from causes and conditions’ that are simul-

S Mobe zhignan, T no. 1911, 46: 25b14-25b18.
Y Weimojing xuanshu, T no. 1777, 38: 535a11-535a14.
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taneously qualified as being empty, provisionally designated, and
the middle way. While this differs from the interpretation provided
in the commentary of Qingmu as well as the surface-level meaning
in the Sanskrit, as far as the Chinese verse itself is concerned, Zhiyi’s
reading would appear to be quite straightforward: dependently orig-
inated dharmas are simultaneously empty, provisionally designated,
and the middle way, as they are both empty of intrinsic nature and
conventionally existent. His only major innovation, therefore, would
seem to be his labelling of the three predicates of dependently origi-
nated dharmas as ‘truths’ (Ch. 47 i#). While identifying these items
as ‘three truths’ is unique, the philosophical implications of this read-
ing resonate quite closely with its basic meaning as is reflected in the
thought of Nagarjuna and his most authoritative Indian commenta-
tors. In other words, Zhiyi’s reading does not supplant Nagarjuna,
but rather functions as a straightforward and uncomplicated reading
of the Indian Madhyamaka materials that Zhiyi had available to him.
In asserting the novelty of Zhiyi’s formulation of the three truths,
scholars are quick to point out that whereas Nagarjuna supposedly
only speaks of the standard two truths in MMK 24.18, Zhiyi under-
stands there to be three.*® However, despite its arithmetic interest,
what is perhaps more worthy of attention is the unquestioned as-
sumption that Nagarjuna is speaking of the two truths at all in verse
24.18. While this assumption is so pervasive as to seem ridiculous
to question, no major Indic commentary presents 24.18 as a direct
affirmation of the identity of the two truths, and one can advance
clear and precise arguments that Nagarjuna would 7oz have identified
dependent origination with the conventional truth or emptiness with
the ultimate truth, casting significant doubt on the viability of such
an interpretation even independent of the commentaries. Zhiyi’s
innovation, in this case, would not be that he posits hree truths in
connection with verse 24.18, but that he posits three t7uzhs includ-
ing the conventional and the ultimate. The assumption, however,
that dependent origination in verse 24.18 refers to the conventional
truth and that emptiness correspondingly refers to the ultimate truth

» E.g., Donner and Stevenson, The Great Calming and Contemplation, 11.
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was pervasive in Zhiyi’s own context, and is found ubiquitously, for
instance, in the writings of his younger contemporary Jizang 7
(549-623),”! meaning at the very least that such an understanding is
not Zhiyi’s own innovation, but was a shared facet of Buddhist scho-
lasticism in China during his lifetime.

Closely connected with this issue is the assumption that emptiness
as the lack of intrinsic nature (Skt. svabbdva, Ch. zixing HTE), being
the ultimate truth, represents a privileged state of entities and the
real state of affairs for Nagarjuna. Ng Yu-Kwan, for instance, when
rehearsing the outlines of Indian Madhyamaka in his study of Tiantai
philosophy, asserts that ‘we conclude that Emptiness is, for Nagarjuna
and his followers, the true state of entities as such, free from all
human fabrications’.” This leads him to assume that for Nagarjuna:

The doctrine of Emptiness basically reveals the true situation or state
of entities: the lack of permanent Self Nature. This state is revealed
in a negative manner, rather than a positive one. That is, it does not
convey what the entities are, but what the entities are not: namely,
they are not in possession of Self Nature.”

Ng’s negative assessment of Nagarjuna plays a key role in his study,
as it presents a perfect foil for what in his interpretation is Zhiyi’s
uniquely positive and dynamic conception of the “Truth’ as the
‘Middle Way-Buddha Nature’ (Ch. foxing zhongdao #lErHZE),
which is by contrast characterized as permanent, functional, and
embracing all phenomena.” From this perspective, that which is
reflected in the truth of the middle, the simultaneous affirmation of
emptiness and provisional existence, seems to be sorely lacking in the
thought of Nagarjuna, who in Ng’s reading seems to establish emp-
tiness as a true redescription of the nature of entities that supplants

21 See, for instance, Zhongguanlun shu, T no. 1824, 42: 152b2; and Erds yi,
T no. 1854, 45: 82c11F.

* Ng, Ten-t ai Buddhism and Early Madhyamika, 27.

% Ibid., 27-28.

% Tbid., 185-88.
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their provisional existence. This assessment, however, is based on an
incomplete reading of Nagarjuna that is rooted in the problematic
assumption that emptiness is the ultimate truth. Both the assump-
tion that emptiness as the lack of intrinsic nature represents the true
state of entities, and the assumption that verse 24.18 is concerned
with the doctrine of the two truths, have little basis in the Indian
commentarial literature or the writings of Nagarjuna himself, and as
such are not a suitable basis from which to assert the unique charac-
ter of Zhiyi’s interpretation of Buddhist thought and practice.

In summation, the three truths as the mutual intersubsumption
of emptiness, the provisional, and the middle that affirms the identity
of the prior two, are understood to occupy a pivotal position in the
philosophical edifice of Tiantai Buddhism. Essential support for Zhi-
yi’s formulation of this device comes from verse 24.18 in Nagarjuna’s
Milamadbyamakakarika. Zhiyi’s interpretation that the predicates
‘emptiness’, ‘provisional designation’, and ‘the middle way’ all apply
simultaneously to dependently originated dharmas is, prima facie,
a straightforward reading of the Chinese verse itself. Scholars, how-
ever, focus on Zhiyi’s assertion that the verse reflects three ‘truths’
and, based on the assumption that Nagarjuna only referred to the
standard two truths in verse 24.18, they propose that this reflects a
philosophical innovation.”® This assumption should be reassessed.
Moreover, when examined purely in terms of its philosophical
import, the work done by the truth of the middle serves precisely to
overcome the dichotomy imposed by this assumption on verse 24.18.
As a result, the three truths do not represent a revolutionary inter-
pretation of Madhyamaka thought, but rather recapture the intent
already present within the Indic texts themselves.

3. MMK 24.18 Reconsidered

In order to demonstrate that verse 24.18 is not concerned with the
two truths and that emptiness is not the ultimate truth for Nagar-

25

E.g., Ziporyn, Emptiness and Omnipresence, 145.
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juna, I rely on the works of Nagarjuna, his immediate followers, as
well as the major Indic commentaries on the Mulamadhyamaka-
karika. These include the two most famous Indian commentaries,
the Prasannapada [In Clear Words] of Candrakirti (ca. 600-650)
and the Prajiapradipa [The Lamp of Wisdom] of Bhaviveka (ca.
500-570), which are taken in Tibetan Buddhism to represent two
rival schools of Madhyamaka exegesis.** I also present the relevant
portions of earlier commentaries, specifically that of Buddhapilita
(ca. 470-540), which as far as chapter 24 is concerned is identical
to the earliest known commentary on the verses of Nagarjuna, the
Akutobhayi [Free of All Fear], as well as Qingmu’s commentary as
preserved in the Zhonglun, though it was heavily edited by Kumaraji-
va.” This evidence demonstrates that Zhiyi’s interpretation of MMK
24.18 based upon the notion of the three truths does not represent
a radical philosophical innovation, but rather functions as a compel-
ling reading of Nagarjuna himself.

As is widely known, chapter 24 of the Mulamadhyamakakarika
begins in the voice of a hypothetical opponent who criticizes the
doctrine of emptiness for supposedly undermining the goals of Bud-
dhist practice, claiming that were all things empty, without arising or
cessation, then the four noble truths, which consist of the arising of
suffering from desire and its cessation with the eightfold path, would
be impossible. Nagarjuna then responds that his opponent does not
understand the point (Skt. prayojana) of emptiness before famously
laying out the two truths in verses 24.8-10, the only point in the
text where the topic is directly addressed. After some entertaining

% The interested reader may consult Dreyfus and McClintok, eds., The
Svatantrika-Prasangika Distinction.

¥ Sengrui records the editing process in his preface to the Zhonglun: ‘Although
Qingmu had a faithful understanding of the profound Dharma, his phrasing was
neither elegant nor accurate. The Dharma Master Kumarajiva removed and cor-
rected all of its errors and redundancies so that the principles were fully interpreted
in accordance with the scriptures. At times, however, the text is not entirely per-
fect’ (L NBEABMRIEEE, e i, EhEREE S, R SRz, REE 2

TR XL ARTEEW). Zbonglun, T no. 1564, 30: 1a28-1b1.
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mocking of his opponent, Nagarjuna then asserts in verses 16 and
17 that if were one to assume that entities truly existed on account
of an intrinsic nature, then one would necessarily regard them as not
dependent upon causes and conditions, and as such, one could not
account for the arising or cessation of phenomena such as suffering.
In other words, Nagarjuna, in characteristically ironic fashion, turns
the tables on his hypothetical opponent and claims that it is in fact
the one who presupposes that things actually exist with an intrinsic
nature who undermines the viability of the four noble truths. It is in
this context that Nagarjuna offers verse 24.18:

We declare that dependent origination is emptiness. Emptiness is
dependent designation. Emptiness alone is the middle way.

yah pratityasamutpadab siunyatiam tam pracaksmabe |

4 prajiiaptir upaddya pratipat saiva madhyamda ||**

Nagarjuna thus declares that the mechanism that seemingly accounts
for the arising and cessation of phenomena such as suffering, namely,
dependent origination, is identical to the emptiness of intrinsic
nature. This is necessarily the case, as the arising and cessation of en-
tities that exist with an intrinsic nature—a nature that precludes the
possibility of them entering into causal relations with other entities
since they are wholly self-determined—is impossible. As is apparent
from the feminine gender of the demonstrative pronoun sz, the
grammatical subject of the second half is emptiness, which is subse-
quently identified with dependent designation® and the middle way,
with the restrictive particle eva emphasizing that it is this emptiness
qua dependent origination precisely that is the middle way between
existence, nonexistence, and other such dichotomies.

The assumption that the first line of this verse asserts the identity
of the two truths rests upon the further assumption that dependent

# MMK 24.18, cited from Ye, Zhonglun song, 426.
» On the absolutive construction, see Salvini, ‘Upadayaprajfiaptih and the
Meaning of Absolutives’. Also note Ng’s misunderstanding of this construction

in reading the verse in Ng, T"%en-t ai Buddhism and Early Madhyamika, 30-31.
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origination functions as the conventional truth while emptiness
functions as the ultimate truth. There is no direct evidence in the
verses themselves that this is warranted, and it is perhaps from the
brief presentation of the two truths in verses 24.8-10 that scholars
make this identification. This is not an assumption, however, that
is shared by the traditional commentators, none of whom interpret
verse 24.18 in this fashion. The earliest commentary, the Akutobhaya,
copied virtually word for word in the Buddhapilitamilamadhbya-
makavytti [Commentary on the Fundamental Verses on the Middle
Way by Buddhapilita], provides little interpretation beyond the verse
itself, and as such, neither of the two truths is mentioned.*® A more
substantial interpretation is provided by Qingmu, who writes:

We explain that dharmas arisen from a multitude of causes and con-
ditions are identical to emptiness. How so? It is when the requisite
causes and conditions come together that an entity arises. Since such
an entity is dependent upon a multitude of causes and conditions, it
lacks an intrinsic nature. Since it lacks an intrinsic nature, it is empty.
But this emptiness is also empty, and it is only for the sake of guiding
sentient beings that it is taught as a provisional designation. Because
it transcends the two extremes of existence and nonexistence, it is
called the middle way. Since such dharmas lack an intrinsic nature,
one cannot say that they exist. Moreover, since their emptiness also
does not exist, neither can one say that they do not exist. Z&K 44
%, TSR ZE. (LUK, RGEJERETYL. RV SRR S
BTE. AR 22 IME A, (RS EERAEN, DR JA e
B RHE. BINEEAMG SAH . REESAMS S .

The two truths are not directly mentioned, and if Qingmu or
Kumarajiva understood verse 24.18 as having any bearing on the
relationship between the two truths, then such a reading rests upon
the same interpretative assumption addressed above, that dependent
origination is the conventional truth and that emptiness is the ulti-

" The Tibetan text and an English translation are presented in the appendix.

3V Zhonglun, T no. 1564, 30: 33b15-33b19.
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mate truth. One may, however, look to the comments of Bhaviveka
where the distinction between the two truths is invoked, who begins
his commentary by stating:

As for whether the intrinsic nature of entities exists, does not exist,
or both exists and does not exist in its conditions, or whether it is the
same as, different from, or neither the same nor different from its
conditions, in terms of the ultimate truth, nothing depending upon
conditions arises with an intrinsic nature. The arising of the visual
faculty and so forth is something that is based in conventional truth.
dngos po rkyen rnams la rang gi dngos po yod pa dang | med pa dang
| yod med dang | gghan dang | gghan ma yin pa dang | gnyis kar yod
pa ma yin pa ni | don dam par rkyen rnams las rten cing ‘brel par ngo
bo nyid kyis ‘byung ba med de | mig la sogs pa’i skye ba ni tha snyad
kyt bden pa la brten pa yin no ||*

Bhaviveka thus appears to speak of the occurrence of entities in
terms of the conventional truth and their non-occurrence, perhaps
even emptiness, in terms of the ultimate truth. However, the habit
of qualifying statements as either concerned with conventional truth
or ultimate truth is a constant feature of Bhaviveka’s innovative
interpretation of Madhyamaka. Iida notes that Bhaviveka qualifies
‘every argument’ by specifying whether it is from the perspective of
the conventional or ultimate truth,? so it is unwarranted to take this
distinction as a particular feature of verse 24.18 in Bhaviveka’s assess-
ment. Furthermore, although Candrakirti closely read Bhaviveka’s
commentary, and in fact cites the same scriptural sources in his com-
ments on this verse, he does not follow Bhaviveka in qualifying any
feature of this verse as being concerned with the two truths. He rather
analytically and precisely lays out the logic for which reason depen-
dent origination and emptiness have the same meaning, stating that:

Dependent origination, the appearance of cognitions, sprouts, and

32

Dbu ma’i rtsa ba’i ‘grel pa shes rab sgron ma, BG vol. 57, 1380.

3 lida, Reason and Emptiness, ii.
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the like in dependence upon causes and conditions, is non-origi-
nation with an intrinsic nature, and the non-origination of entities
with an intrinsic nature is their emptiness. yo Yam pratityasamut-
pado hetupratyayin apeksyankuravijianadinam pradurbbivab sa
svabbavenanutpidab | yas ca svabbavenanutpido bbavanam sa
sunyatd |[**

The first line of verse 24.18 for Candrakirti has no direct bearing
on the distinction between the two truths. Madhyamikas refer to
dependent origination as emptiness simply because the two terms
mean the exact same thing: non-origination with an intrinsic nature
(svabbavendnutpida). Hence, as for the five commentaries included
in this article, it is only Bhaviveka’s that alludes to the two truths.
Moreover, given that Bhaviveka constantly evokes the distinction
between the two truths, this is simply a standard feature of his
exegetical style and not a comment on the specific content of verse
24.18.% It thus appears that it is a specific interpretative move on the
part of Chinese Buddhists pre-dating Zhiyi, on the one hand, and of
modern scholars on the other that this verse affirms the identity be-
tween the two truths. This is therefore an assumption that should be
treated with caution in the interpretation of Madhyamaka thought.
In addition to the lack of robust commentarial support, there are
specific philosophical reasons to argue that for Nagarjuna and his
commentators, dependent origination is not the conventional truth,
and emptiness is not the ultimate truth. First and foremost is that
dependent origination does not offer a constructive account of how
provisional entities emerge in relations of interdependence, as it is
understood in furnishing a description of conventional existence, but
it rather provides a critical account of how such entities do not arise

3 Prasannapada on MMK 24.18, cited from de la Vallée Poussin, Mulamad-
hyamakakarikds, 503.12—13.

% Ye illustrates that the two truths are not a crucial feature in Nagarjuna’s
formulation of the middle way, and that it is precisely Bhaviveka himself who is
responsible for the forefronting of the two truths in later Indian Madhyamaka

exegesis. See Ye, “To Establish the Middle Position on One or Two Truths’.
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in the first place to serve as isolatable subjects that can subsequently
be predicated of existing or not existing. One may recall that depen-
dent origination is identified in the first verses of the Mlamadhya-
makakarika with ‘non-origination’ (anutpada, Ch. busheng ~4),
and that the first chapter offers a rigorous argument for why ‘entities’
(Skt. bhava) cannot arise in relations of dependence. One may argue
that this is simply with reference to entities construed as existing in
terms of an intrinsic nature, and that these portions of the MMK
do not preclude the possibility of conventional entities existing in
relations of mutual conditionship. To exist for Nagarjuna, however,
means to exist intrinsically as an isolatable subject, meaning he does
not acknowledge the existence of entities lacking an intrinsic nature,
as is made clear in an oft-cited verse from the Yuktisastika [Sixty
Verses on Reasoning]:

That which arises depending on this or that is not arisen with an
intrinsic nature. And how is that which is not arisen with an intrinsic
nature arisen at all?

tat tat prapya yad utpannam notpannam tat svabbavatah |

yat svabbdvena notpannam utpannam nama tat katham ||**

As Eviatar Shulman states, for Nagirjuna, “What exists in depen-
dence cannot exist!’” and as such, dependent origination in the
Mitlamadbyamakakarika does not provide an account of conven-
tional existence in juxtaposition to emptiness, but is fully synon-
ymous with emptiness from the start as Candrakirti’s comments
reiterate. The affirmation of the identity between emptiness and
dependent origination at this particular juncture, therefore, is not a

3¢ Yuktisastika 19, cited from Li and Ye, Liushi ruli song, 38.
%7 Shulman, ‘Creative Ignorance’, 149. One may object that this sets too high
a bar on what it means to exist, but in the very act of saying, ‘x exists’ or ‘x does
not exist’, we have already conceived of x as an isolatable subject; that is, as some-
thing existing intrinsically with svabbiva. What Nagarjuna illustrates through
his analysis of conventional categories via the logic of dependent origination are

precisely the contradictions implicit in the positing of any subject.
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philosophical revelation, but functions rather as a reminder of the
ironic crux of Nagarjuna’s project, namely, that dependent origina-
tion precisely denotes non-origination.”

One may still be hesitant to relinquish the notion that dependent
origination refers to the apparent arising and cessation of conven-
tional phenomena given that Nagarjuna offers verse 24.18 in the
context of criticizing his hypothetical opponent for undermining the
possibility of phenomena arising and ceasing by presupposing that
they exist with intrinsic nature. Such hesitancy may be rooted in the
interpretation that Nagarjuna highlights dependent origination in
chapter 24 in order to provide an alternative account of how such
arising and cessation can actually occur. However, this reading runs
directly counter to the critical manner in which Nagarjuna employs
the doctrine of dependent origination, meaning another reading
of chapter 24 as a whole must be supplied. In brief, Nagarjuna’s
investigation of the four noble truths, like nearly every other chapter
in the MMK, is first and foremost a critique of its primary topic, in
this case that of the four noble truths themselves. It is apparent from
chapter 12 of this text on the topic of suftering (dubkhba, Ch. ku )
that Nagarjuna has no positive account of the arising or cessation of
suffering, and hence no positive account of the four noble truths in
general. It should also be noted that in the second half of chapter 24,
Nagarjuna does not provide his own redescription of the four noble
truths based upon the doctrine of dependent origination, but merely
responds to the charges of his hypothetical opponent by illustrating
that one who criticizes the notion of emptiness for undermining
the viability of Buddhist practice simply contradicts himself, a fault
Nagarjuna avoids because he is not committed to the real existence
of the four noble truths in the first place. With this in mind, while
Nagarjuna’s deployment of the two truths in verses 8, 9, and 10 does
partly function as an affirmation of the practical viability of Buddhist
doctrine for being conventionally #rue, its primary purpose is to
critique his hypothetical opponent for presupposing that the four

3% For more on Nigirjuna’s innovative use of dependent origination and its

consequences, see Macor, ‘Not Even Absent’.
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noble truths could be anything other than merely conventionally
true. In other words, given that Nagarjuna is clear that what arises
in dependence does not arise, as with Nagasena’s allusion to the two
truths in the Milindapasiba [The Questions of Milinda], where
there the Buddhist monk deploys the two truths to illustrate that the
proper noun ‘Nagasena’ is just a ‘mere name’ (P. namamatta) and
that ultimately no such person can be apprehended (paramatthato
pan’ ettha puggalo niipalabbbati),” the emphasis in MMK 24.8-10 is
not on the conventional truth of the four noble truths, but rather on
their ultimate fa/sity. Hence, when Nagarjuna states in the final verse
of the chapter that one who ‘sees’ (Skt. pasyati, Ch. jian H.)* depen-
dent origination ‘sees’ suffering, its arising, its cessation, and the path
to its cessation, this claim can only be understood as being entirely
ironic: one who sees dependent origination properly as non-origina-
tion does not see the four noble truths.*

If the reader at this stage is not convinced that MMK 24.18 is not
concerned with the two truths, then it should be noted that empti-
ness for Nagarjuna does not function as the ultimate truth, or per
Ng’s comments cited above, ‘the true state of entities’. Any reader of
Nagarjuna will know that for him, nothing exists with an intrinsic
nature, for which reason all phenomena are described as empty and
without essence (Skt. nibsvabhava). He makes this point explicitly in
verse 24.19, where he states:

No phenomenon exists that arises independently, for which reason
no phenomenon that is not empty exists either.
apratityasamutpanno dbarmab kascin na vidyate |

yasmat tasmad asinyo pi dbarmab kascin na vidyate ||

3 The Pali text is cited from Trenckner, The Milindapariho, 28.
0 MMK 24.40, cited from Ye, Zhonglun song, 440—-41.
# This is similar to the critique provided by Bhaviveka in the Tarkajvala
[The Flame of Logic], for which see Eckel, Bhaviveka and His Buddhist Oppo-
nents, 189-98. See, also, MacDonald, ‘Knowing Nothing’.

# MMK 24.19, cited from Ye, Zhonglun song, 426. The concessive particle

api in the third quarter is philosophically significant, for it suggests that it is



210 JACKSON MACOR

It is important to note the negative construction of both assertions.
Nagarjuna does not say here that all dharmas arise in dependence and
that all are empty, but that zone does not arise in dependence and
none is not empty. This is significant, because for Nagarjuna, in line
with verse 19 from the Yuktisastika, what arises in dependence does
not arise, meaning nothing exists that can be characterized as empty.
This is made clear in MMK 13.7:

If there were something that was not empty, then there would also be
something that is empty. But there is nothing that is not empty. So
how could anything be empty?

yady asinyam bbavet kimcit syic chinyam api kimcana |

na kimcid asty asinyam ca kutah sinyam bhavisyati ||*

Since emptiness is only meaningful in juxtaposition to non-empti-
ness, when nothing that is not empty exists, nothing that is empty can
meaningfully exist either. As such, emptiness does not describe ‘the
true state of entities’, for which reason it is not the ultimate truth.
Therefore, the available evidence from Indic materials is strongly in
favour of the conclusion that verse 24.18 is not about the two truths,
as even if one were to try and maintain that dependent origination
may be obliquely referring to conventional truth, there is scant evi-
dence that emptiness refers to the actual state of putative entities.

As is evidenced by the Indian Madhyamaka material that forms
the essential background of Zhiyi’s formulation of the three truths,
it is apparent that the core assumptions that lead scholars to assert
Zhiyi’s novelty—namely that verse 24.18 is concerned with the two
truths and that emptiness is the ultimate truth for Nagarjuna—are
both largely unsupported by the source material in Sanskrit, Tibetan,
and Chinese. The two truths are mentioned only in the commentary
of Bhaviveka, who qualifies nearly all his assertions relative to the two
truths, and there are strong arguments that Nagarjuna would not

already a foregone conclusion that empty entities, i.e., those that arise by virtue
of dependent origination, do not exist.
¥ MMK 13.7, cited from Ye, Zhonglun song, 214.
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have identified dependent origination as the conventional truth and
emptiness as the ultimate truth. It is therefore necessary to reassess
what 24.18 may mean in the absence of such presuppositions before
concluding that Zhiyi’s system represents an innovative or uniquely
‘Sinitic’ interpretation of Indian Madhyamaka.

The supposed novelty of Zhiyi’s three truths is the positing of
the middle that affirms the identity of emptiness and provisional
existence. However, Nagarjuna also affirms in the first half of 24.18 that
dependent origination and emptiness are the same in meaning, because,
per Candrakirti’s comments, both simply denote the lack of arising
with an intrinsic nature. Furthermore, emptiness is itself identified with
dependent designation (upadayaprajiiapti, Ch. jiaming fR84), and
while some traditional commentaries and modern translators take this
to be an assertion about the word ‘emptiness’ itself as a term of art in
Nagarjuna’s thought, given that there is nothing in the verse to directly
suggest that it is specifically the lexical item ‘emptiness’ rather than the
concept so denoted that is identified with dependent designation,
it is better to follow Candrakirti who understands this as a blanket
statement meaning that to be empty is to be provisionally designated
and vice versa.** As he comments upon the third quarter:

Moreover, the emptiness of intrinsic nature is dependent designation,
and so it is established in the verse that this very emptiness is depen-
dent designation. A chariot is so designated in dependence upon the
parts of a chariot such as the wheels and so forth. Its being so desig-
nated in dependence upon its parts is its non-origination with an
intrinsic nature, and its non-origination with an intrinsic nature is its
emptiness. ya ceyam svabbivasinyata sa prajiiaptir upaddya | saiva
Sunyata upaddaya prajiaptir iti vyavasthapyate | cakradiny upadaya
rathangani rathah prajiiapyate | tasya ya svangany upaddya prajiiap-
tih sa svabbavenanutpattib | ya ca svabbavenanutpattib sa sunyata ||*

# For more on how the aforementioned commentaries address this ambiguity,

see notes 77 and 81 in the appendix.
® Prasannapaddi on MMK 24.18, cited from de la Vallée Poussin, Mulamad-
hyamakakarikas, 504.8-10.
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As Claus Oetke notes,* Candrakirti’s illustration of dependent
designation with the famous example of the chariot, known widely
from the Milindapaiba, shows that he understood emptiness and
dependent designation to be fully synonymous descriptions of the
same thing: dependent origination as non-origination with an intrin-
sic nature. On this interpretation then, Nagarjuna’s verse itself asserts
the perfect identity of emptiness and the provisional. There is, more-
over, no dialectical tension between the two, and as such, no need
to posit a ‘middle’ that affirms their identity. Both emptiness and
dependent designation, as expressions of dependent origination, are
the middle way because what arises in dependence cannot arise, and
as such does not exist. For the same reason, it cannot be destroyed,
meaning its absence cannot be meaningfully posited either. As Bha-
viveka’s comments make clear:

That itself is the middle way, because the middle way dispels the
dualistic extremes of arising and non-arising, and of existence and
nonexistence. In this way, it is neither arising nor non-arising, neither
existence nor nonexistence, neither permanent nor impermanent,
and neither empty nor not empty. Therefore, as it says in the Perfec-
tion of Wisdom Scriptures, ‘As for the cultivation of the middle way,
one does not conceptualize that the visual faculty and objects exist,
nor that they do not exist’. de nyid dbu ma’i lam yin te | dbu ma ni
skye ba dang | skye ba med pa dang | yod pa dang | med pa’ mtha’
gnyis spangs pa’t phyir | di lta ste | skyes pa yang ma yin | ma skyes
pa yang ma yin | yod pa yang ma yin | med pa yang ma yin | rtag pa
yang ma yin | mi rtag pa yang ma yin | stong pa yang ma yin | mi
stong pa yang ma yin pas | de’i phyir shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa
las | ji skad du | dbu ma’i lam bsgom ni mig dngos po yod ces bya bar

yongs su mi rtog | med ces bya bar yongs su mi rtog go ||

4 Qetke, ‘On MMK 24.18’°, 8-9.

¥ Dbu ma’ rtsa ba’i ‘grel pa shes rab sgron ma, BG vol. 57, 1381. Note the
negation of both arising and non-arising as well as the negation of emptiness and
non-emptiness. What ‘non-arising’ thus means for Madhyamikas is the complete

absence of a subject, even that whose non-arising can meaningfully be posited.
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This is a middle way that in its negativity is certainly distinct from
Zhiyi’s positive assertion of the identity of emptiness and the
provisional. However, as far as the Indic material is concerned, this
positive assertion of their identity located in a third ‘truth’ is philo-
sophically redundant given that this identity is already implicit in
the very notion of dependent origination. What makes this identity
appear novel from the perspective of the Chinese material is pre-
cisely the assumption addressed above that dependent origination
and dependent designation refer to the conventional truth and that
emptiness refers to the ultimate truth, thereby placing the two in a
dialectical tension in need of resolution. This tension is not strongly
attested in the writings of Nagarjuna or his commentators, meaning
Zhiyi’s positing of the truth of the middle affirming the identity of
the ultimate truth qua emptiness and the conventional truth qua
provisional designation resolves a tension that was never present
in the Indic texts. Therefore, while Zhiyi’s interpretation of Mad-
hyamaka and the Indian Buddhist tradition is certainly innovative
within the perspective of Chinese Buddhism, from a transcultural
perspective, there is nothing especially revolutionary about the
notion of the three truths. It rather represents a viable reading of
Nagarjuna within the immediate limitations of Zhiyi’s discursive
context that resonates closely with Indic sources.

4. Contrasting Tiantai and Indian Madhyamaka

Those such as Ziporyn and Ng who aim to demonstrate the philo-
sophical novelty of Zhiyi’s thought may object, however, that it is
precisely because Zhiyi inherits a problematic interpretation of Mad-
hyamaka—wherein dependent origination qua provisional existence
and conventional truth does indeed stand in dialectical tension with
emptiness qua nonexistence and the ultimate truth—that he is in a
position to assert something Nagarjuna could not in positing their
identity. In other words, it is because MMK 24.18 is understood in
the Chinese context as asserting the identity between the two truths
that something is gained in Tiantai that is inaccessible to the Indian
tradition where the verse is merely understood as asserting the trivial
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synonymity between certain terms of art. Nagarjuna, in fact, stresses
the importance of recognizing the ‘difference’ (Skt. vibbiga, Ch.
fenbie 5751)* between the two truths, and along with his commen-
tators consistently describes the middle way as neither existence nor
nonexistence, neither arising nor non-arising, and neither emptiness
nor non-emptiness, rather than as an affirmation of the identity of
such contradictory descriptions. From the perspective of the Tiantai
panjiao FIFL system then, Nagarjuna’s middle way may be under-
stood as corresponding to the ‘exclusive middle’ (danzhong {HH1) of
the penultimate separate teaching (bigjiao Fll#), so called because
it is the middle by virtue of excluding the extremes, and not the
‘non-exclusive middle’ (budan zhong AMHH) of the perfect teaching
(ynanjiao [BIZX) that affirms the identity of the extremes as it does in
the three truths.”” While Nagarjuna does affirm the identity between
dependent origination, dependent designation, emptiness, and the
middle way, one may argue that he does not do so for the two truths
as expressions of the provisional existence and ultimate emptiness
of phenomena. However, such a criticism fails to appreciate the
fact that two truths are doing radically different philosophical work
for Nagarjuna and Zhiyi respectively as this article shows, and that
to assert their identity for the prior would completely undermine
his critique of Abhidharmika realism with no obvious benefit. It is
necessary to step back and appreciate what is actually being identified
in the three truths for Zhiyi, and if it is understood to be provisional
existence and emptiness, then this is precisely what is implicit within
Nagarjuna’s entire project from the very beginning and spelled out
explicitly in MMK 24.18.

One may further object, however, that even though emptiness and
provisional existence do not stand in dialectical tension for Nagarjuna,
the fact that they are identified with the two truths in Zhiyi’s own
context, and therefore construed as contrasting opposites, shows that
the move to assert their identity in the three truths is systematically

# MMK 24.9, cited from Ye, Zhonglun song, 420-21.
49

The origin of this terminology is the passage from the Miaofa lianhua jing

xuanyi cited in note 8.
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distinct from the assertion of their mere synonymity in Indian Mad-
hyamaka. The view that emptiness and provisional existence are not
identical as strict synonyms both denoting the lack of intrinsic nature
for Zhiyi, as they are for Indian Madhyamikas, lends support to the
dialetheic reading of Tiantai philosophy endorsed by Deguchi.”
However, such an approach has at least two major weaknesses. First,
it is not obvious whether Zhiyi understood emptiness and provision-
al existence as strictly contradictory concepts, or as complementary
aspects with which to actively contemplate phenomena. Much of
Deguchi’s argument is predicated on the same problematic assump-
tions concerning the thought of Nagarjuna rejected in the previous
sections of this article, and the most direct evidence he produces in
support of the view that Zhiyi understood the three truths as contra-
dicting each other is a single passage from the Mobe zhignan.>* Given
that the Mobe zhiguan is just as occupied with meditative practice
as it is with purely theoretical concerns, and that the relevant pas-
sage specifically uses the term ‘contemplation’ (guan #l), it is more
straightforward to understand this portion of the text as describing
a procedure for deliberately and subjectively distinguishing the
different aspects of the three truths, and not as making declarative
statements about the nature of reality. Thus, Deguchi does not suf-
ficiently demonstrate that Zhiyi regarded the three truths as being
objectively contradictory rather than as simply being useful to clearly
distinguish in the course of meditative practice. Second, as Ziporyn
argues, Tiantai thought does not limit itself to affirming the truth of
just one self-contained contradiction in the identity of emptiness and
provisional existence, but it rather affirms the contradictory reality of
any and all phenomena. To paraphrase his reasoning, in Tiantai, all
states of affairs, since they embody their own contrastive opposite,
are inherently contradictory, and as such, all lead beyond themselves
as objects of attachment, for which reason all can serve as expedient

means (Skt. #paya, Ch. fangbian Jif#) in the teaching of sentient

3 Deguchi, ‘Non-dualism of the Two Truths’.
st Ibid., 77-78. The passages cited is Mobe zhiguan, T no. 1911, 46: SSb15—
55b17.
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beings meaning all, not just some, are, according to the pragmatic
definition of ‘truth’ Ziporyn endorses in the Buddhist context,
absolutely true and always valid.>* As far as Ziporyn’s understanding
is concerned, Tiantai philosophy is not a form of dialetheism, but
rather a thoroughgoing form of trivialism, in which all statements,
regardless of their content and logical structure, are true in all cir-
cumstances.

Ziporyn’s interpretation of Tiantai philosophy, while indeed rad-
ical, has the benefit of being able to swiftly account for the strongly
affirmative stance taken at the level of the perfect teaching that seem-
ingly distinguishes Tiantai from Indian Madhyamaka. Indeed, while
Nagarjuna himself demonstrates in the MMK and elsewhere that any
x, as a supposedly isolated entity that is in fact only meaningful in
contradistinction to some not-x, is inherently contradictory, what he
and his followers deduce from this point is not that all x are univer-
sally true, but rather that they are all ultimately false. We have, then,
a distinction between absolute, unconditional affirmation in Tiantai
and absolute, unconditional denial in Indian Madhyamaka both
predicated on the same basic observation. This stark distinction,
however, is not one of philosophical substance, but of discursive
mode. Specifically, the absolute afhirmation Ziporyn attributes to
Tiantai is made in the context of a buddha’s or bodhisattva’s teaching
of sentient beings, meaning the absolute nature of entities in Tiantai
does not refer to the crude realism of Abhidharma that Nagarjuna
shows is incoherent, but rather to the omni-availability of any entity
or state of affairs to a buddha or bodhisattva in the course of instruc-
tion. That Nagarjuna rarely makes this move, therefore, is not due
to a deficiency in his thought, but rather due to the simple fact that
he rarely discusses how an understanding of emptiness is to be used
in practical terms. Nonetheless, hints of how Nagarjuna and Indian
Madhyamikas understand a buddha’s pedagogical practices and his
free use of expedient means in teaching sentient beings can be found
in Indic texts, as is vividly demonstrated in one of Nagarjuna’s more
dizzying verses in the MMK:

52 Ziporyn, ‘A Comment on “The Way of the Dialetheist™.
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Everything is real. Everything is unreal. Everything is both real and
unreal. Everything is neither real nor unreal. This is the teaching of
the buddhas.

sarvam tathyam na vd tathyam tathyam catathyam eva ca |
naivatathyam naiva tathyam etad buddbanusinam ||

What is especially noteworthy about this verse is that whereas the
tetralemma (Skt. catuskots, Ch. siju PY%J) is usually deployed by
Nagarjuna in the process of negating a logically complete set of four
alternatives regarding some predicate to show that that predicate does
not apply either positively or negatively in any way whatsoever to a
given subject, here, when discussing a buddha’s method of teaching,
it is rather utilized in precisely the opposite manner in order to affirm
all four alternatives, in this case, whether anything is real or not. This
provides a decisive response to the critique that Nagarjuna’s thought
only reaches the level of the separate teaching in Tiantai, as when we
consider Nagarjuna’s writings from the perspective of how a buddha
teaches sentient beings, the same perspective from which Ziporyn
formulates his conception of ‘truth’ in Tiantai thought, Nagarjuna
offers complete affirmation. So long as it accords with the particular
needs of his audience, a buddha can and will say anything. As Can-
drakirti elaborates:

All the teachings of the blessed buddhas, who are endowed with the
knowledge of expedient means rooted in profound compassion, are
administered because such teachings serve as expedient means for
leading sentient beings to the realization of the deathless nectar of
reality. For it is not the case that the tathagatas propound statements,
even if true, that do not serve as expedient means for leading sentient
beings to the realization of the deathless nectar of reality. Rather, it is
with a desire to be gracious and accommodating to the needs of those
beings in need of instruction that they teach the Dharma that befits
the situation, like one providing medicine that suits a particular illness.
sarvas caita desand buddbinam bbagavatam mabikarunopdy-

3 MMK 18.8, cited from Ye, Zhonglun song, 304.
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ajiidnavatam tattvamptavataropayatvena vyavasthitah | na hi
tathagatds tattvamytavatarvanupayabbitavakyam udabaranti |
vyddhyanuripabbaisajyopasambdravat te vineyajananujighrksayi
yathanuripam dbarmam desayanti ||**

While one may quibble over the epistemological status of a ‘true
statement’ (Skt. bhbatavikya) for Candrakirti,” it is clear that for
him, the content of a buddha’s statements is determined by nothing
other than the needs of sentient beings, and that a buddha may freely
craft his teachings according to the situation based on his knowledge
of expedient means (upayajiiana), situations that demand that a
buddha teach, on occasion, that all things, even the self, are real. A
buddha will, of course, teach that nothing is real to a different audi-
ence at a different stage of spiritual development. Nonetheless, the
basic point shared by Indian Madhyamaka and Tiantai is that when
entities are fundamentally devoid of any sort of ultimately valid
ontological or epistemological status, they can appear anywhere at
any time in the course of a buddha’s teaching.

This brings us to the final difference between Tiantai and Indian
Madhyamaka to negotiate, namely, the philosophical mechanics by
virtue of which all presentations of phenomena are simultaneously
available to a buddha or a bodhisattva in the course of teaching
sentient beings. In other words, what rational license is there for a
buddha or skilled bodhisattva to identify any putative entity or situ-
ation as having any possible epistemological or ontological status? In
Tiantai doctrinal vocabulary, this omni-availability of states of affairs
is often called ‘the inherent entailment of all modes of existence’
(Ch. xingju sangian EE =) or ‘all modes of existence in a single
moment of thought’ (yinian sangian —&=7), both of which

* Prasannapadd commenting on MMK 24.18, cited from de la Vallée
Poussin, Miulamadbyamakakarikas, 372.1-3.

> Given that chapter 18 in the Sanskrit is on the topic of the self (Skt.
armapariksa), what Candrakirti likely means by a ‘true statement’ here is one
conforming to the Buddhist doctrine of not-self (anitman, Ch. wuwo #3X), and

hence to the conventional truths of Buddhist doctrine more generally.
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reflect what Ziporyn terms ‘intersubsumption’, or the complete
and mutual inclusion of all aspects of reality within any other.>
Some of the most explicit formulations of the intersubsumption
of all phenomena within each other are provided by the Song K
dynasty (960-1279) Tiantai exegete Zhili I (960-1028), who
states in his commentary on the Shi buer men +A—F [Ten Gates
of Non-duality]”” by Zhanran 2R (711-782) that, ‘It is because the
three thousand dharmas share in the same single nature that when
they become the manifold dharmas according to conditions, we can
select any one at random so as to collectively subsume them all’ (14
=TIER— R, PEss 2B iAR, @R TR —U)th).>® He goes on
to elaborate, ‘It is because this single nature is the lack of nature that
we establish the three thousand aspects of existence as both principles
and phenomena. Thus, both as principles and phenomena, the three
thousand aspects of existence all reside together in a single moment
of thought” (H— MM PRI =Tl HO e =T FIJE—&th).>” At
first glance, these two statements seem to suggest that it is because all
aspects of existence, calculated as being three thousand according to
the passage from the Mobe zhiguan on which the figure is based,*
share in a single, unified nature that any single one subsumes them
all as an exemplar of that very nature. Moreover, using the same lan-
guage as Zhanran, Zhili describes this single nature as just ‘the lack
of nature’ (wuxing &), which seems to suggest that the singular
nature of which Zhili speaks is none other than emptiness as the lack

3¢ The following discussion is based on the materials and analysis presented in
Ziporyn, Beyond Oneness and Difference, 293-305.

7" While the Shi buer men is presented as an independent text in the Taisho
canon, it is in fact an extract from Zhanran’s subcommentary on the Miaofa
lianhua jing xuanyi, the Fabua xuanyi shigian F5HZFREH [Annoted Com-
mentary on the Abstruse Meaning of the Lotus Sutra]. The relevant portion is
Fabua xuanyi shigian, T no. 1717, 33: 918a13-920a8.

58 Shi buer men zhiyao chao, T no. 1928, 46: 710a17-710a19.

2 Ibid., 710a28-710a29

O Mobe ghiguan, T'no. 1911, 46: S4a5-54a8.

¢! The original passage is Shi buer men, T no. 1927, 46: 703224-703a25.
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of intrinsic nature common to all Madhyamikas. On this understand-
ing, Zhili would be saying nothing different from Nagarjuna’s disciple
Aryadeva (ca. 170-270), who says in verse 8.16 of the Catubsataka
[In Four Hundred Verses]:

One who sees a single entity is described as one who sees all entities,
for the emptiness of any one thing is identical to the emptiness of all
things.

bbavasyaikasya yo drasta drasta sarvasya sa smytab |

ckasya sinyatd yaiva saiva sarvasya sunyata ||*

As Candrakirti elaborates in his commentary on this verse, when one
understands that no dharma arises with an intrinsic nature, since
this is a characteristic common to all phenomena, one simultane-
ously penetrates this lack of intrinsic nature shared by all dharmas.
Drawing upon a common simile, he summarizes the point by saying,
‘It is like drinking a drop of water from the ocean. Because it is all
of a single flavour, if one tastes the flavour of any one portion of the
ocean, then one has tasted the flavour of the ocean in its entirety’.®’
Even more in line with Zhanran’s statement that the nature shared
by all phenomena is just their lack of an intrinsic nature, Nagarjuna
himself famously states in MMK 22.16:

The intrinsic nature of the world is the intrinsic nature of the
Tathagata. The Tathagata lacks an intrinsic nature, and the world
lacks an intrinsic nature.

tathagato yatsvabbavas tatsvabbavam idam jagat |

tathagato nibsvabhavo nibsvabbhavam idam jagat ||**

62 Lang, Aryadeva’s Catubsataka, 82. This verse is also cited by Candrakirti in

his commentary on MMK 4.9, for which see de la Vallée Poussin, Miulamadhbya-
makakarikas, 128.3—4.

¢ Candrakirti’s comments on this verse are preserved only in Tibetan, for
which see Byang chub sems dpa’i rnal ‘byor spyod pa bzhi brgya pa’ rgya cher ‘grel
pa, BG vol. 60, 1263-264.

¢ MMK 22.16, cited from Ye, Zhonglun song, 378.
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These statements by Nagarjuna, Aryadeva, and Zhili thus present us
with a notion of intersubsumption common to all Madhyamikas: all
phenomena share the same characteristic of being empty of an intrin-
sic nature, such that to penetrate the nature of any entity is to pene-
trate the nature of all entities which is, ironically, precisely their lack of
any such nature. Hence, as Zhili says, any can be taken up at random
to subsume them all as embodying this universal essencelessness.
Zhili, however, resists this most straightforward notion of in-
tersubsumption, in which all phenomena are reduced to a single
‘ordering principle’ (/7 #}), and while Zhili’s main object of critique
is the notion that it is the mind (x7z /L») that is this single principle
subsuming all phenomena,® a similar critique can be leveled against
the stance that emptiness serves as the sole mediator unifying seem-
ingly discrete states of affairs. In language that seems to directly
contradict the basic tenets of Madhyamaka, Zhili states elsewhere in
his commentary on the Shi buer men that when individual dharmas
are subsumed by some unifying whole, ‘none loses its essence’ (bushi
ziti AR ERE)® in the process, for which reason he states later in the
text that, ‘not a single mental or physical aspect of the three thousand
aspects of existence can be altered, for which reason each is said to
comprise a nature’ (=T, — A, W 21E).S Moreover, he
additionally specifies that the notions of essence and nature that
he employs in these passages do not refer to some single, overriding
nature, but rather to the individual natures of the three thousand
aspects of existence themselves.®® On the face of it, Zhili simply seems
to be contradicting himself in stressing (1) that it is because discrete
phenomena share in the same singular nature that they subsume
each other and (2) that this singular nature is none other than the
individual natures of the three thousand aspects of existence. How-
ever, if we understand Zhanran’s statement not as saying that the

¢ Some of the polemical background motivating Zhili’s critique can be

found in Ziporyn, Beyond Oneness and Difference, 261-93.
¢ Shi buer men ghiyao chao, T no. 1928, 46: 708b29-708c2.
¢ Ibid., 710b7-710b8.
¢ Ibid., 712¢20-712c21: XIEPERIEHE — M. B =Tt
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single nature unifying all phenomena is their determinate lack of
any nature whatsoever, but rather their lack of any particular nature,
then a coherent vision of Zhili’s notion of intersubsumption comes
into focus. Specifically, Zhili can be understood as playing with the
ambiguity that to lack any particular nature is to be replete with
any and all natures to the exclusion of none. It is for this reason that
any discrete phenomena can be taken up at random to subsume all
others, for lacking any determinate nature, it can take on any nature,
and since any individual nature is in this way present in any other, all
natures are omnipresent and eternal, constantly available and implicit
within any given situation. It is in this fashion, ironically, that partic-
ular conditioned events dependent upon a unique set of causes and
conditions come to be, precisely by virtue of their lack of an intrinsic
nature, unconditioned, absolute, and intrinsic in the nature of reality
itself. Utilizing the same imagery Candrakirti uses in his commentary
on Catubsataka 8.16, to taste the flavour of the ocean is, in Tiantai,
not to taste just one flavour, but to taste all flavours, and it is this si-
multaneity of unity qua emptiness and diversity qua provisional phe-
nomena each retaining their individual essences that is reflected in
the truth of the middle that affirms the non-trivial identity between
the two truths construed as emptiness and provisional existence.

The attention Zhili gives to the maintenance of diversity in the
process of intersubsumption is indeed distinct from the way Indian
Midhyamikas describe the ultimate nature of reality. Nagarjuna
explicitly asserts that the ‘indicative mark of reality’ (Skt. tattvasya
laksanam, Ch. shixiang BH) is ‘without multiplicity’ (andnartham,
wnyi $&5E) and ‘devoid of conceptual elaboration’ (prapasicair
aprapadicitam, wu xiun J&EGR), which starkly contrasts Zhili’s
statements that all aspects of existence construed as both ordering
principles and phenomena dwell together in a single moment of
thought each retaining its own unique ‘essence’. Indian Madhya-
mikas, to the contrary, prefer to describe omniscience not as the
simultaneous perception of all modes of reality, but rather as a form
of non-perception and non-seeing, for one who understands empti-

¢ MMK 18.9, cited from Ye, Zhonglun song, 304-05.
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ness embodies the awareness, or more accurately the non-awareness,
that there is no entity to be apprehended either in its presence or ab-
sence.”” That Indian Madhyamaka and Tiantai seem to fall on polar
opposite ends of the spectrum on the matter of whether ultimate
reality is characterized as an infinity or a zero, however, is no coinci-
dence, and again reflects the fact that Indian Madhyamaka is funda-
mentally a critical philosophy in constant debate with rival Buddhist
and non-Buddhist traditions whereas Tiantai coalesced as a tradition
focused on meditation and the practices of a bodhisattva. Moreover,
while Zhili claims that individual phenomena retain their ‘essence’ in
the process of subsuming and being subsumed by other phenomena,
this essence can only be understood as a provisional essence; that is,
its essence as a provisional posit. Were we to understand this essence
according to the notion of svabbiva that Nagarjuna shows is inco-
herent, Zhili’s entire argument would collapse. Indeed, since to exist
with svabbava is to exist intrinsically, independently, and without
reference to anything else, phenomena taken as existing in such a
manner could not relate to each other in any way, much less subsume
and be subsumed by each other. In addition, since a phenomenon
existing with svabbiva cannot change and is as such mind-inde-
pendent, it would appear as one thing monolithically to any and all
observers, meaning not even a buddha could read into it the infinite
identities upon which his skillful teachings of sentient beings is
based. The entire Tiantai system, in short, would be defunct. Unless
we want to attribute such a gross philosophical error to Zhili, this
‘essence’ must be understood to be its phenomenal qualities as a
provisional posit. These qualities are indeed constantly available and
readable into any situation, but only because all phenomena share in
the same single nature that is just their lack of any particular nature.
Thus, the philosophical mechanics that provide rational support for
Zhili’s vision of Tiantai thought and practice rooted in the notions
of intersubsumption and omni-availability is none other than the
universal emptiness of phenomena. Moreover, given that we are not
dealing with real existence, but provisional existence from the very

70 See, for instance, MacDonald, ‘Knowing Nothing’.
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beginning, the tension perceived between emptiness and provision-
ality in the three truths as modalities for contemplating phenomena
can only be apparent.

Lastly, the concern that in elevating the importance of emptiness
to facilitate the intersubsumption of phenomena we are elevating
one phenomenon above all others as the sole mediator of their
interpenetration is entirely misplaced, and based upon a fundamental
misunderstanding of the notion of emptiness in both Tiantai
and Indian Madhyamaka. Nagarjuna himself states that one who
conceives of emptiness as a determinate absence that could be
held as providing an ultimately true redescription of phenomena
is ‘incurable’ (asadbya, bubua AME)," meaning that we are in
fundamental error to understand emptiness as some independent
mediator that stands alone as the one true nature to which all entities
converge. More specific to the Tiantai context, when Zhili and other
Tiantai thinkers describe all aspects of existence as each comprising
an ‘ordering principle’, or per Ziporyn’s interpretation, as each
simultaneously comprising the orientating centre by virtue of which
all phenomena come to take on their own particular identities,”” they
are specifically referring to the ‘three thousand aspects of existence’,
a figure calculated as the product of the ten realms (Ch. shijie +
51)7 squared multiplied by the ten suchnesses (sh7 rushi —+472)™
and the three types of worlds, namely, those of sentient beings, their
environments, and the psychophysical factors comprising sentient

7t MMK 13.8, cited from Ye, Zhonglun song, 214-15.
7> Ziporyn, Beyond Oneness and Difference, 210-11
7 These are the ten planes of sentient existence comprising hell-beings,
hungry ghosts, animals, asuras, humans, gods, $ravakas, pratyekabuddhas, bodhi-
sattvas, and buddhas.

7% These are the so-called ‘ten suchnesses’ listed in the second chapter of
Kumarajiva’s translation of the Lotus Sitra and comprise a dharma’s characteris-
tics (xiang M), nature (xving 1), essence (¢ #4), power (/7 17), function (zu0 1),
cause (yin ), conditions (ynan #), result (guo ), recompense (bao #k), and
the absolute equality of the previous nine (benmo jiujing deng KARFLFEF). See
Miaofa lianhua jing, T no. 262, 9: 5¢10-5c¢13.



THE THREE TRUTHS AS MADHYAMAKA EXEGESIS 225
beings. This list does not include emptiness per se,”” meaning the
way in which the three thousand are construed as /7 is systematically
different from the way emptiness is construed as /z. In other words,
emptiness is not a /7 as one of the three thousand aspects of existence
toward which all converge, but rather an ordering principle implicit
within each one as one of the members of the three truths. The
three truths do not stand in parallel with phenomena, but serve as
aspects under which to contemplate phenomena.” To conflate the
mediating role of emptiness, or for that matter of provisionality and
the middle, with something like the mind that, according to some,
enjoys a uniquely privileged status among phenomena is, therefore,
a simple category mistake. Emptiness in Tiantai is not the sole nature
to which all things reduce, but rather the necessary precondition for
the thoroughgoing vision of intersubsumption that is one of its most
distinctive features as a tradition of Buddhist thought and practice.

5. Conclusions
In summarizing the foregoing arguments, the three truths as found

in the writings of Zhiyi do not represent a significant departure from
the Indic material, in particular the Madhyamaka of Nagarjuna, in

7> The item among the three thousand aspects of existence that comes closest

to being identifiable with emptiness as such is the tenth of the ten suchnesses,
the ‘absolute equality from beginning to end’ (benmo jiujing deng AARILFEF),
which is justified in a threefold manner according to each of the three truths. In
short, because the previous nine items from characteristics up to recompense are
all empty, they are, in terms of their emptiness, all ‘equal’. They are also ‘equal’
as provisional posits, and ‘equal’ in terms of the middle. (See Mobe zhiguan,
T no. 1911, 46: 53b26-53c6.) Thus, while this item is closely tied to emptiness
and the three truths, it is not identical with them. The three truths rather pro-
vide the rational basis for the ‘equality’ of the first nine suchnesses, and it is that
equality itself that is the tenth suchness.

76 See, for instance, Miaofa lianhua jing xuanyi, T no. 1716, 33: 693b9-
693b26.
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terms of its overall philosophical implications. The strong identity
between emptiness as the lack of intrinsic nature and provisional
designation as the conventional existence of entities lies at the heart
of Madhyamaka whether Indian or Chinese, and the far-reaching
implications of this realization were felt by its advocates on both sides
of the Himilayas. While the vocabulary Zhiyi employs and his precise
understanding of the four items in MMK 24.18 are different from
what is found in the Indic materials, his reading of the verse itself
is quite straightforward, and closely resembles that of Candrakirti
in particular wherein emptiness, provisional designation, and the
middle way all serve as equivalent synonyms for dependent origina-
tion and what arises in dependence.

This is not to say that Tiantai and the thought of Zhiyi are iden-
tical to or can be reduced to Indian Madhyamaka, nor do I mean to
negate the massive influence Zhiyi’s thought had on subsequent pe-
riods of Chinese and East Asian Buddhism. As a tradition rooted in
meditative practice, ritual performance, and the interpretation of the
Lotus Sutra, at most, Madhyamaka sources provide the philosophical
bedrock for the elaborate system-building seen in the texts attributed
to Zhiyi and his followers. Nonetheless, it is my hope that this article
makes clear that Tiantai represents a viable and coherent interpreta-
tion and application of Madhyamaka thought, and that many of its
distinctive moves have close precursors and parallels in Indic texts.
My contention is that the three truths in particular, when considered
from a transcultural perspective, do not introduce any fundamental-
ly new philosophical moves into Madhyamaka discourse, but rather
recover and build upon insights already present in the writings of
Nagarjuna. Such a position admittedly represents a deflationary
reading of Tiantai philosophy that aims to bring it into closer conver-
sation with parallel traditions of exegesis in China and beyond. It is,
I believe, by studying Tiantai in closer connection with its historical
contemporaries in China and its philosophical parallels in India and
Tibet that a more accurate vision of this unique and complex tradi-
tion of Buddhist thought and practice will come into focus.
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Appendix: Indic Commentaries on MMK 24.18

Milamadbyamakakarika 24.18
Ye, Zhonglun song, 426-27, etc.

Sanskrit

yab pratityasamutpadab sinyatam tam pracaksmabe |

sd prajiaptiy upaddya pratipat saiva madbyama ||

We declare that dependent origination is emptiness. Emptiness
is dependent designation. Emptiness alone is the middle way.

Chinese

R TRERRAZE 2

TR EBR% TRehERR

We explain that dharmas arisen from a multitude of causes and
conditions are identical to emptiness. Emptiness is also a provi-
sional designation. It is also the meaning of the middle way.

Tibetan

rten cing ‘brel ‘byung gang yin pa ||

de ni stong pa nyid du bshad ||

de ni brten nas gdags pa ste ||

de nyid dbu ma’i lam yin no ||

Dependent origination is described as emptiness. That is
dependent designation. That itself is the middle way.

Akutobbayi — anonymous = Buddbapalitamilamadbyamakavrtti
— Buddhapalita

Huntington, “The Akutobhaya and Early Indian Madhyamaka’, 524;
and Saito, ‘A Study of the Buddhapalita-malamadhyamaka-vreti’, 341.

kho bo ni rten cing ‘brel bar ‘byung ba gang yin pa de ni | stong pa nyid du
thad de | de ni brten nas gdags pa yin te | de nyid dbu ma’s lam yin no ||
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We explain origination in dependence upon conditions as emptiness.

That is dependent designation. That itself is the middle way.

Zhonglun Wi — Qingmu 7 H, Kumarajiva, et al.
Zhonglun, T no. 1564, 30: 33b15-33b18.

SRIRERATE, AR 2E. (ML SRR RS T, =Y R %
WU AT B e, 2 ME R, (BRI BER AR, URA L. B fe
BT AE. RIS S A M REAAE S R

We explain that dharmas arisen from a multitude of causes and con-
ditions are identical to emptiness. How so? It is when the requisite
causes and conditions come together that an entity arises. Since such
an entity is dependent upon a multitude of causes and conditions, it
lacks an intrinsic nature. Since it lacks an intrinsic nature, it is empty.
But this emptiness is also empty, and it is only for the sake of guiding
sentient beings that it is taught as a provisional designation.”” Because
it transcends the two extremes of existence and nonexistence, it is
called the middle way. Since such dharmas lack an intrinsic nature,
one cannot say that they exist. Moreover, since their emptiness also
does not exist, neither can one say that they do not exist.

77 The first phrase of this sentence expressing that emptiness is itself also empty

serves to relativize the notion of emptiness, which as the final sentence of the com-
mentary suggests, is necessary in order to avoid the extreme of nonexistence. Given
that emptiness is now the topic, the second phrase expressing that it is taught as
a provisional designation for the sake of sentient beings should be understood as
applying specifically to the notion of emptiness, and thereby justifying its propae-
deutic value despite being empty and not ultimately real itself. Read as part of the
Zhonglun then, it is most apposite to understand the third quarter of verse 24.18,
wherein emptiness is identified with provisional designation, as a comment specif-
ically on the notion of emptiness. While this interpretation runs counter to that
expressed by Candrakirti, which I myself endorse as the best reading of the Sanskrit
itself, any attempt to read the Zhonglun as saying something else results in a very
forced reading of the Chinese, as is evidenced in Oetke, ‘On MMK 24.18’, 10-11.
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Prajriapradipa — Bhaviveka
Dbu ma’i rtsa ba’t ‘grel pa shes rab sgron ma, BG vol. 57, 1380-1381.7

rten cing ‘brel ‘byung gang yin pa || de ni stong pa nyid du bshad ||
dngos po rkyen rnams la rang gi dngos po yod pa dang | med pa dang |
yod med dang | gzhan dang | gghan ma yin pa dang | gnyis kar yod pa
ma yin pa ni | don dam par rkyen rnams las rten cing ‘brel par ngo bo
nyid kyis ‘byung ba med de | mig la sogs pa’i skye ba ni tha snyad kyi
bden pa la breen pa yin no || de stong pa nyid du bshad pa ni | ngo bo
nyid dang bral ba’i phyir te | ji skad du | gang zhig rkyen las skyes pa
de ma skyes || de la ngo bo nyid kyis skye ba med || gang zhig rkyen la
ltos pa de stong gsungs | gang gis stong nyid shes de bag yod yin || zhes
gsungs pa dang | de bzhin du blo gros chen po ngo bo nyid kyis skye ba
med pa la dgongs nas | chos thams cad stong par bshad do zhes gsungs
pa lta buo || de ni brten nas gdags pa ste || de nyid dbu ma’i lam yin
no || rten cing ‘brel par ‘byung ba zhes bya ba | stong pa nyid gang yin
pa de ni brten nas gdags pa ste | jig rten pa dang jig rten las das pa’
tha snyad dod pas nye bar len pa dag la brten nas gdags pa yin no ||
de nyid dbu ma’i lam yin te | dbu ma ni skye ba dang | skye ba med pa
dang | yod pa dang | med pa’t mtha’ gnyis spangs pa’s phyir | di lta ste
| skyes pa yang ma yin | ma skyes pa yang ma yin | yod pa yang ma yin
| med pa yang ma yin | rtag pa yang ma yin | mi rtag pa yang ma yin
| stong pa yang ma yin | mi stong pa yang ma yin pas | de’t phyir shes
rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa las | ji skad du | dbu ma’i lam bsgom ni
mig dngos po yod ces bya bar yongs su mi rtog | med ces bya bar yongs
su mi rtog go zhes bya ba la sogs pa gsungs pa dang | ‘phags pa dkon
mchog bresegs pa’i mdo las | ‘od srungs yod ces bya ba ‘di ni mtha’ gcig
g0 || med ces bya ba ‘di ni mha’ gnyis so || mtha’ de gnyis kyi bar gang
yin pa de ni ggugs can ma yin pa bstan du med pa | thogs pa med pa |

78 A vparallel recension of the Prajiiapradipa is also preserved in Chinese,
namely the Boredeng [unshi MG FE translated by Prabhakaramitra (Ch.
Boluopomiduoluo {#ENHE % 4#; 565-633). However, since the quality of this
translation is not held in high regard by scholars of Indian Buddhism (see, for in-
stance, Ames, ‘Bhavaviveka’s Prajiiapradipa’, 211), I rely here upon the Tibetan

translation.
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mi gnas pa | snang ba ma yin pa | rnam par rig pa ma yin pa | gnas
med pa’o zhes gsungs pa de dag grub po || lam ni thob pa’i thabs zhes
bya ba’t tha tshig go ||

18ab. Dependent origination is described as emptiness.

As for whether the intrinsic nature of entities exists, does not
exist, or both exists and does not exist in its conditions, or whether it
is the same as, different from, or neither the same nor different from
its conditions, in terms of the ultimate truth, nothing depending
upon conditions arises with an intrinsic nature. The arising of the
visual faculty and so forth is something that is based in conventional
truth.

That is described as emptiness, because it is devoid of intrinsic
nature. Hence, it is said:

That which arises from conditions is unarisen.

There is no arising of an intrinsic nature therein.

That which relies upon conditions is said to be empty.
He who understands emptiness is one who is attentive.”

Likewise, ‘Mahamati, it is with regard to the non-arising of intrinsic

nature that I have described all dharmas as empty’.®

18cd. That is dependent designation. That itself is the middle way.

As for what is called origination in dependence upon conditions,
it is this very emptiness that is itself dependent designation, as the

7 This verse from the Anavataptabradapasamkramana Sutra, also cited by
Candrakirti, appears to have been a favorite verse of both Madhyamika exegetes.
Candrakirti cites it at least four times in the Prasannapada, and three times in
chapter 24 alone (de la Vallée Poussin, Mulamadhyamakakarikas, 239.10-13,
491.11-14, 500.7-10, and 504.1-4). Bhaviveka also cites it in the Tarkajvala
(Eckel, Bhaviveka and His Buddbist Opponents, 275-76, and 275, note 91).

% From the Lankavatira Sutra, also cited by Candrakirti.
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conventions of this world and the world beyond are designations that
depend upon appropriation as a result of desire.®" That itself is the
middle way, because the middle way dispels the dualistic extremes of
arising and non-arising, and of existence and nonexistence. In this
way, it is neither arising nor non-arising, neither existence nor non-
existence, neither permanent nor impermanent, and neither empty
nor not empty. Therefore, as it says in the Perfection of Wisdom
Scriptures, ‘As for the cultivation of the middle way, one does not
conceptualize that the visual faculty and objects exist, nor that they
do not exist’, and so forth. As it says in the Aryaratnakita Sutra,

Kasyapa, what is called ‘existence’ is one extreme, and what is called
‘nonexistence’ is another extreme. As for what is between these two
extremes, it is without form and cannot be indicated. It is unob-
structed and has no fixed abode. It has no appearance, cannot be
perceived, and resides nowhere.

So it is established. As for the “Way’, this is a term denoting the means
of attainment.

81 Tt is possible to understand Bhaviveka’s comments on the third quarter of

MMK 24.18 both as a comment on emptiness itself as a term of art, in line with
the Zhonglun, or else as a general statement about the nature of dependent desig-
nation, as seen in Candrakirti. I opt for the latter here given that the justification
provided in the following sentence seems to be universal in scope, applying to all
concepts, including, but not limited to, emptiness. While other interpretations
are certainly possible, perhaps the best way to paraphrase the point being made is
that all the items of conventional discourse depend upon some form of appropri-
ation (Skt. upadina), in particular that of the five skandhas, and as such are an-
other example of dependent origination. The focus would therefore seem to be
on the equivalence between dependent origination and dependent designation,

with the reference to emptiness serving primarily as a pivot.
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Prasannapada — Candrakirti
de la Vallée Poussin, Mulamadhyamakakarikds, 503.12-504.15

yo Yam pratityasamutpado betupratyayin apeksyankuraviiianadinam
pradurbbavab sa svabbavendnutpadabh | yas ca svabbavendnutpado
bhavanam sa sinyatd || yatha bbhagavatoktam

yab pratyayair jayati sa by ajato
na tasya wtpadu svabhivato® sti |
yah pratyayadbinu sa sinya ukto

yab Sinyatam janati so ‘pramattab || it |

tatharyalankavatare | svabbavanutpattim samdbaya mabamate
sarvadbarmab Sinya iti maya desita iti vistarenoktam |

ardhbasatikayam sinyab sarvadbarmah nibsvabbivayogeneti ||

ya ceyam svabbavasinyatd sa prajiiaptir upidaya | saiva sinyati
upddaya prajiaptir iti vyavasthapyate | cakradiny upaddya rathangani
rathab prajiiapyate | tasya ya svangany wupaddya prajiiaptih si
svabbavenanutpattih | ya ca svabbavendanutpattih sa sunyata ||
satva svabbavanutpattilaksana Sinyatd madbyama pratipad it
vyavasthapyate | yasya bi svabbdvenianutpattih tasydstitvabbavah |
svabbavena canutpannasya vigamabhbavan ndstitvabbdva iti | ato
bhavabhavantadvayarabitatvat sarvasvabbavanutpattilaksana
Sunyatd madhyama pratipan madbyamo marga ity ucyate || tad
evam  pratityasamutpddasyaivaita visesasamjiiah Sinyatd upddaya

prajiiaptir madbyamd pratipad iti ||

Dependent origination, the appearance of cognitions, sprouts,
and the like in dependence upon causes and conditions, is non-orig-
ination with an intrinsic nature, and the non-origination of entities
with an intrinsic nature is their emptiness. As the Blessed One said,

82 Should read sabbavato to fit the metre (upajati), sabbivo being a Middle

Indic equivalent for svabhiva.
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For that which arises according to conditions is unarisen.
It does not arise with an intrinsic nature.

That which relies upon conditions is called empty,

And he is attentive who understands emptiness.

As is said the Lankdavatara, ‘It is with reference to non-origination
with an intrinsic nature, Mahamati, that I have taught that all dhar-
mas are empty’, and so forth. And as in the Ardbasatika, ‘All dhar-
mas are empty on account of their lack of an intrinsic nature’.

Moreover, the emptiness of intrinsic nature is dependent desig-
nation, and so it is established in the verse that this very emptiness
is dependent designation. A chariot is so designated in dependence
upon the parts of a chariot such as the wheels and so forth. Its being
so designated in dependence upon its parts is its non-origination
with an intrinsic nature, and its non-origination with an intrinsic
nature is its emptiness.

It is established that this very emptiness, characterized as non-orig-
ination with an intrinsic nature, is the middle way, for what does not
originate with an intrinsic nature is without existence, and because
what does not originate with an intrinsic nature does not cease to
exist, its nonexistence also does not exist. Hence, because it is devoid
of the two extremes of existence and nonexistence, it is said that emp-
tiness characterized as the complete non-origination of anything with
an intrinsic nature is the middle way, that is, the middle path. In this
way, ‘emptiness’, ‘dependent designation’, and the ‘middle way’ are
all just particular appellations for dependent origination.
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