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Preface
Hans-Rudolf Kantor

Huafan University, Chairman of Graduate Institute of Asian Humanities 

This is a collection of papers presented during the conference Tiantai 

Buddhist Thought and Practice organized by the Graduate Institute of East 

Asian Humanities at Huafan University in the summer of 2012 in Taipei. 

The conference was held at the occasion of the recent opening of the “Tiantai 

Research Center” which has been established due to the intention of promoting 

the further academic development of Chinese Buddhist studies at Huafan’s 

Graduate Institute of East Asian Humanities.  Since Tiantai represents the 

earliest indigenous Buddhist school in China which has exerted a major 

in the whole area of East Asia, the Graduate Institute of East Asian Humanities 

has always regarded the academic research of the ancient Tiantai text-

corpus as the tenet of its Buddhist studies. Moreover, the founder of Huafan 

University, Venerable Xiaoyun (=Hiu Wan), held the major rank and position 

of transmitting the Tiantai-lineage in the 45th generation, which also indicates 

Therefore, the Institute and the Research Center of Huafan intend to promote 

the academic study of Chinese Buddhism, by further exploring and focusing on 

development of East Asian Buddhist traditions. In order to do this, academic 

exchange via international conferences, workshops, joined research projects on 

textual studies and translations from ancient into modern Asian and Western 

languages, reading groups and student exchange are planned for the future. The 

initial step into this direction has been made with both this conference and the 
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discloses a new approach to Buddhist, or, Tiantai practices of meditation and 

contemplation by considering the important issue of Buddhist art history.

Professor Gongrang Cheng’s(Cheng Gongrang) article is a study which 

traces the influence of Kumarajiva’s translation work of Indian Buddhist 

scriptures on the development of Zhiyi’s Tiantai thought. In an illustrating 

way, he chooses the Chinese Buddhist term shixiang (“real mark,” “real 

characteristic” etc.) and discusses it in the context of Kumarajiva’s version of 

the Vimalakirti-nirdesa-sutra, Zhiyi’s commentary on it, and the relationship 

between the two.

Professor Silong Li’s(Li Silong) article deals with the exegetical and 

hermeneutical methods in Zhiyi’s Sutra commentaries, linking it with the 

crucial question of doxography in Chinese Buddhism and its implicit tendency 

of establishing the independent view of an own Buddhist school. Moreover, 

he points out that Zhiyi’s exegetical method of the “profound meaning of the 

Xuanxue 

(“Study of the Dark”).

Professor Ying-Shan Chen’s(Chen Yingshan) article is a comparative 

study between Tiantai and Huayan Buddhist thought, focusing on the Chinese 

term “contemplation.” She contrasts the Tiantai doctrine of the “threefold 

contemplation” with the Huayan pattern of the “three levels of contemplation” 

explicated in the Huayan fajie xuan jing, traditionally attributed to Dushun.

Professor Wai Hon-Kit(Wei Hanjie) also tries to discuss the crucial Tiantai 

term of “dharma-realm” from a comparative perspective, considering the 

Huayan doctrinal explication of this term and contrasting it with the thought of 

Song Dynasty Tiantai master Siming Zhili. Based on this, he also tries to clarify 

tradition.

Professor Kuo-ching Huang’s( Huang Guoqing) study explores the Tiantai 

present volume of fourteen articles based on it. 

All the papers published in this volume were presented by invited and 

distinguished scholars from Taiwan, Hongkong, China, Japan, USA, and 

Germany, and also revised after being reviewed by anonymous readers. This 

collection covers a wide field of Tiantai studies including religious studies, 

practice, doctrine and philosophical thought, as well as historical, textual and 

philological studies. The subsequent articles are arranged according to the 

chronological way; those dealing with topics of earlier historical date precede 

others discussing issues of later periods.

The keynote speech of Professor NG Yu-Kwan (Wu Rujun) reviews the 

and the recent Western scholarship often based on it. He points out that 

the narrow focus on the Tiantai doctrine of the “threefold truth,” as seen in 

these Japanese studies, fails to realize another very important issue, namely, 

Zhiyi’s notion of truth expressed as the “Middle-Way Buddha-nature.” Tiantai 

doctrines, such as the “threefold truth” and the “threefold contemplation,” just 

represent the methodological and epistemic-soteriological approach to Zhiyi’s 

Tiantai understanding of the Buddhist awakening, while the “Middle-Way 

Buddha-nature” is the doctrine which expresses the foundational sense of truth 

in Zhiyi’s Tiantai thought.

The article of Venerable Shing-kuang(Venerable Xingguang) discusses 

Nanyue Huisi’s understanding of practice and meditation, focusing on his 

teaching of the “Samadhi of Non-Controversy between the Various Dharmas” 

and the crucial issue of “transformation” evoked and realized in virtue of this 

Samadhi.

Professor Ching-wei Wang’s(Wang Qingwei) article also deals with Nanyue 

Huisi’s teaching of Samadhi, that is, his teaching of the “Lotus Samadhi,” 

relating it to the images and paintings inspired by the Lotus-sutra. This 
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practice of “repentance.” He traces its sources in the literature of Mahayana 

Sutras and, then, describes and exposes the peculiar Tiantai interpretation of 

this issue. His study shows the relevance of this aspect of Tiantai practice, thus 

demonstrating that it has been often overseen in academic studies.

Professor Huey-jen Yu’s(You Huizhen) contribution is an attempt to show 

of the middle path” involves a strong sense of daily life conditions, trying to 

discuss the tenet of the Tiantai teaching in terms of a “Lebensphilosophie” 

(“philosophy of life”).

Venerable Zhen ding’s(Venerable Zhending) study introduces a Tang 

Dynasty text composed by Jingxi Zhanran which has been rarely considered in 

both ancient and modern Tiantai studies. The text in question is called Fahua 

wubai wen lun (Five-Hundred Questions Regarding the Lotus-sutra); after the 

Buddhist persecution from 843 until 845 its transmission was terminated in 

China but not in Japan, where some of the later Japanese commentaries are still 

related to the transmission of this text, and also introduces its general content, 

which mainly consists of a Tiantai critique against the Chinese Yogacara-

school, called Faxiang.

Professor Robert F. Rhodes’ article The Three Contemplations and the 

Development of Zhiyi’s Theory of the Three Truths traces the development of 

these crucial Tiantai doctrines, by considering the earlier works of Zhiyi. This 

article demonstrates that the doctrine of the “three contemplations,” or, (the 

“threefold contemplation”), represents the mature period of Zhiyi’s thinking.

Professor Brook Ziporyn’s article, What Does the Law of Non-

Contradiction Tell Us, If Anything? Paradox, Parameterization and Truth in 

Tiantai-Buddhism, is a philosophical inquiry into the sense of contradiction 

from a Tiantai-Buddhist point of view. Moreover, it is also a response to the 

current discussion about Jay Garfield’s and Graham Priest’s thesis of “true 

contradictions” in Nagarjuna’s Madhyamaka philosophy. The article tries 

to shed light on the limits of that thesis and introduces the Tiantai use of 

paradoxes, which primarily involves a pragmatic sense of truth. 

Hans-Rudolf Kantor’s article on Contradiction and Ambiguity in Chinese 

Buddhist Philosophy discusses the linguistic pragmatics and rhetoric strategy 

of Chinese Madhyamaka thought, illustrated by a selection of texts such as 

Seng Zhao’s treatises, the Huayan text Huayan fajie xuan jing attributed to 

Dushun, and Zhiyi’s Miaofa lianhua xuanyi. Contradiction and ambiguity are 

interrelated rhetorical strategies and compositional patterns used to enhance the 

soteriological sense of detachment and liberation. This article also contains a 

The last article in this volume is Li-ching Chang’s(Zhang Liqing) textual 

study of the chapter Pofa bian (Deconstructing Dharmas Universally) from 

Zhiyi’s Mohe zhiguan (The Great Calming and Contemplation). It basically 

explains the argumentative structure of this crucial and philosophically 

complicated chapter of Zhiyi’s work.    
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D. Chap-

pell, N. Donner, D. B Stevenson, L. Hurvitz, P. Swanson, B. Ziporyn, Ng. Yu-

kwan

H.-R. kantor,

M. Scheler)

ressentiment

(soteriology)

P. Tillich

1     P. Tillich, Christianity and the Encounter of the World Religions (New York : Columbia 
    University Press, 1964), pp.4-5.
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Buddhatva

2   59
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(madhyam  

pratipad

 Ng Yu-kwan, T’ien-t’ai Buddhism and

 2010
33 803

33

Madhyamaka

38 541
46 31

1999
459 466 , pp.29-31
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11
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ed. Louis de la Vallée Poussin, Bibliotheca Buddhica, No. IV. (St. Petersbourg,
    1903 13 pp.503

)

satya

30 33
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1981
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1981 621

81

P. Swanson

Swanson Swanson

Wisconsin University

Foundations of T’ien-t’ai 

Philosophy: The Flowering of the Two Truths Theory in Chinese Buddhism

 Swanson 

Swanson

pivotal 

concept

(the framework and pattern

Swanson T’ien-t’ai Buddhism and Early

49    Foundations of T’ien-t’ai Philosophy: The Flowering of the Two Truths Theory in Chinese
     Buddhism (Berkeley, California: Asian Humanities Press, 1989) , pp.8.
50    Ibid., pp.155
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intelligible)
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useful 

device Swanson

51

52   Ibid., p.15. 
53  Ibid., p.3.
54  Ibid., p.8.
55  Ibid., p.16.

Swanson 

Swanson

Swanson 

56    Idem.
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conventional discrimination
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Swanson 

view in question)

 Ibid., p.16. 
58



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 天台學的核心觀念與實踐：對海外的天台學研究的反思26 27

Swanson

(Five Periods and Eight Teachings)

   Swanson

59    

60

1994
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5
80



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 天台學的核心觀念與實踐：對海外的天台學研究的反思28 29

1990

48
48 50

2001
399

1961

1

446 449

106 148
1991

283 (merit wisdom

1986
1 2005



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 天台學的核心觀念與實踐：對海外的天台學研究的反思30 31

N. Donner D. B. Stevenson 

B. Ziporyn Evil 

and/or/as the Good, Omnicentrism, Intersubjectivity, and Value Paradox in 

Tiantai Buddhist Thought

B. Ziporyn

1990
XIII

330
81   N. Donner and D. B. Stevenson, The Great Calming and Contemplation. A study and
     Annotated Translation of the First Chapter of Chih-i’s Mo-ho Chih-kuan (Honolulu

82   B. Ziporyn, Evil and/or/as the Good, Omnicentrism, Intersubjectivity, and Value Paradox
     in Tiantai Buddhist Thought (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Asia Center,
     2000). 

Being and Amibiguity: Philosophical Experiments with Tiantai 

Buddhism

L. Hurvitz 

Chih-I, An Introduction to the Life and Ideas of a Chinese Buddhist Monk 

all in a sudden

2006
83   B. Ziporyn, Being and Amibiguity: Philosophical Experiments with Tiantai Buddhism 
     (Chicago and La Salle, Illinois: Open Court, 2004).
84     L. Hurvitz, Chih-I, An Introduction to the Life and Ideas of a Chinese Buddhist Monk 
     (Bruxelles: Juillet, 1962). 

1994



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 天台學的核心觀念與實踐：對海外的天台學研究的反思32 33

 )

600
685 46 18

1988
6

148
159

XIII, 115 116

tathAgata-jJAna-darZana buddha-jJAna

saMdarZana

avatAraNa

pratiboddhana) mArga-avataraNa

( )

Buddha 

XIII 146



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 天台學的核心觀念與實踐：對海外的天台學研究的反思34 35

XIII 352
351

33 364 365
33
12

XIII 365

Buddha-gotra

Buddha-

B. Ziporyn(

2004
138 365

125



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 天台學的核心觀念與實踐：對海外的天台學研究的反思36 37

154

冊 8

冊 24

冊 30

冊 33

冊 38

冊 38

冊 46

冊 46

1990

1990

1994

61

1953

1959

1961



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 天台學的核心觀念與實踐：對海外的天台學研究的反思38 39

1961

1968

IV

5

1981

1981

1982

1986

1991

1992

1994

1988

1999

2001

2001 XIII

2002

2004

2005 1

XIII

XIII

XIII

L. Hurvitz(1962). Chih-I, An Introduction to the Life and Ideas of a Chinese

        Buddhist Monk. Bruxelles: Juillet. 

P. Tillich (1964) . Christianity and the Encounter of the World Religions. New

        York  : Columbia University Press.

Berkeley(1989). Foundations of T’ien-t’ai Philosophy: The Flowering of the 

        Two Truths Theory in Chinese Buddhism. California: Asian Humanities

        Press.

N. Donner and D. B. Stevenson(1993). The Great Calming and Contemplation

      . Ho nolulu: University of Hawaii Press . 

Ng Yu-kwan(1993). T’ien-t’ai Buddhism and Early M dhyamika. Honolulu:

        University of Hawaii Press. 2010

        and Value Paradox in Tiantai Buddhist Thought. Cambridge and London:

        Hharvard University Asia Center.

2006



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 天台學的核心觀念與實踐：對海外的天台學研究的反思40 41

B. Ziporyn(2004). Being and Amibiguity: Philosophical Experiments with

        Tiantai  Buddhism. Chicago and La Salle, Illinois: Open Court.

 

        (St. Petersbourg, 1903-13)

The Central Idea and Practice of Tiantai 
Philosophy: A Critical Examination of the

 Overseas Studies on Tiantai Buddhist 
Thought

 NG Yu-Kwan 

Abstract

Japanese, American, and European studies on Tiantai Buddhist phi-

losophy mostly pay attention to the conceptual pattern of the “threefold 

contemplation” and the “threefold truth.” Most of them assume that the 

crucial Tiantai concept of truth is rooted in this threefold pattern. However, 

Tiantai method and way of understanding, thinking, and practice, and that it 

is the philosophical concept of ultimate truth which shapes and determines 

according to the Tiantai texts ascribed to Zhiyi, is the “middle way-Buddha 

nature,” and all the practices based on the “threefold contemplation” and 

the “threefold truth” must be understood in this context. Embodying the ul-

timate sense of truth, the “middle way-Buddha nature” implies permanence 

and is all-embracing, yet, at the same time, it is dynamic and functional.

Keywords: Zhiyi, middle way-Buddha nature, threefold contemplation, 

threefold truth, threefold pattern
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A Study on the “Transformation of the Object
 of Concentration in Meditation” based on

 the Practice of Samadhi which Is in Harmony
 with All Methods of Practice as taught by

 Venerable Huisi.
Venerable Shing-kuang43

Abstract
     Inspired by the idea of “harmonizing all the practices,” Chan master 

must practice meditation unremittingly. Based on this, his cultivation of the 

various dharani and the immeasurable Samadhi entailing the profound insight 

can be accomplished. 

methods of cultivation, as well as his theory and practice of concentration and 

contemplation from the subsequent four points of view:

     i)  Differentiating between the principles of studies and the methods of 

          practice.

    ii)  Differentiating between the abilities and the tools to be used.

    iii) Understanding the methods used to transform the object of concentration

    iv) Penetrating all the immeasurable methods via mastering one method.

43  The author is the Principal of Buddhist Hong Shi College, Associate Professor at the
     Department of Religious Studies, Hsuan Chuang University, Taiwan.

      When selecting the object of concentration, the practitioner may choose 

a method fitting his specific conditions, needs, and character. However, in 

realizing the bodhisattva path and guiding sentient beings, he must also learn 

to change or adjust his object of concentration and contemplation the advanced 

skill of which accomplishes his practicing the “immeasurable samadhi 

he refers to and adjusts the object(s) of contemplation expresses his ability 

the immeasurable ways of practicing.”  

      Based on his own experiences, Venerable Huisi expounds those methods 

of concentration and contemplation by means of which the practitioner can 

“penetrate the immeasurable ways of cultivation via mastering one method 

of practice.” Such a teaching enables him to redirect and turn his initial 

concentration into the cultivation of all the other methods of practice. Venerable 

Huisi also unfolds the teaching of the “Fahua samadhi” which is the cultivation 

which entails the realization of Buddhahood. All this sets up the theoretical 

foundation for the Tiantai-school’s “Complete Teaching of Concentration and 

Contemplation” which has later been developed and advocated by Venerable 

Zhiyi in his mature stage of practice and teaching. 

Keywords Venerable Huisi arana (non-contention, non-

disturbing) practice of samadhi which is in harmony 

 

dharani catvari smrty-upasthanani (the four foundations of 

mindfulness)  mind of transformation
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On Lotus Samâdhi and Guanyin Iconography
—An Alternative View of Guanyin’s Universal
 Manifestation Iconography Based on Huisi’s 

Lotus Samadhi
Ching-wei Wang 

Abstract
Can Buddhist iconography by illustrative of various Buddhist medita-

tive states?  The possibilities of the using of Buddhist iconography for ex-

pression of Buddhist meditation as well as guidance for meditation practice 

have long been intriguing questions for scholars.  

Guanyin Bodhisattva’s thirty-two manifestations according to sentient 

beings’ needs have long been recognized as a physical expression of the 

contents of chapter twenty-five of the Lotus Sûtra and have been seen as 

an utmost expression of Guanyin’s compassion.  However, another side of 

these manifestations can be detected through Huisi’s reading of the Lotus 

Sûtra.  Huisi sees the Lotus Sûtra as a way to achieve Buddhist Samâdhi.  

In his Zhufa wuzheng sanmei famen (The Dharma Gate of the Samâdhi 

Wherein All Dharmas are Without Disput Huisi 

clearly identify passages from the Lotus Sûtra that the practice of the Lotus 

Sûtra Samâdhi will lead to the achievement of the “Samâdhi of Universal 

Manifestation.”  Based on these passages from the Lotus Sûtra, Guanyin’s 

universal manifestations can also be seen as an expression of the meditative 

states expounded in the Lotus Sûtra.  

 

Keywords: Guanyin Bodhisattva, Lotus Sûtra iconography, Lotus Sûtra 

meditation, the Samâdhi of Universal Manifestation, Huisi 2012.09.05 2013.01.24
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《天台教學史》，

2004

2001

and Its Tiantai Interpretation
Cheng Gongrang 

Abstract

“suchness” (shixiang) in the Vimalakirtinirdesa Sutra and its influences 

on his disciple Seng Zhao and Tiantai master Zhiyi who is the principal 

translation of “suchness” (shixiang) with regard to its possible meanings 

disciples’ exegeses of this term. Third, I will try to reveal Zhiyi’s particular 

terminology of translation. Based on this, I try to interpret Zhiyi’s sense 

and understanding of the crucial compound-terms “zhongdao-shixiang” 

and “zhongdao-foxing.” In his commentaries to the Vimalakirtinidesa-

sutra, Zhiyi explains his understanding of the “middle way” (zhongdao), by 

relating it to the meanings of “suchness” (shixiang) and “Buddha-nature” 

(foxing), which does not occur in his works on the Lotus-sutra in such 

a way. Based on this observation, I try to specify Zhiyi’s hermeneutical 

approach to this particular Sutra text.

Keywords: suchness, Vimalakirtinirdesa Sutra, zhongdao-shixiang, 

zhongdao-foxing
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On the “Five-Sectioned Interpretation” as a
 Regulation for Buddhist Exegesis in Tiantai

 Rise of Chinese Buddhist Schools

Li Silong

Abstract
Zhiyi who is the actual founder of Tiantai Buddhism interprets various 

Buddhist exegesis: (1) “differentiating substance”, (2) “disclosing essence”, 

(3) “discussing function,” and (4) “classifying scriptures.” Such a style of 

explaining Buddhist scriptures results from the habit of preaching Indian 

Buddhist scriptures to a Chinese audience in the Northern and Southern 

Dynasties. Zhiyi’s way of preaching has been affected by both Confucianism 

and the Dark Learning, later also called New Taoism. It is similar to the style 

of preaching the Confucian canon at that time, and also adopts the terminology 

from the Dark Learning, which can be easily recognized in expressions 

such as “differentiating substance” and “disclosing essence.” Similarly, his 

approach of discussing names and its corresponding ideas is rooted in this. 

Based on this paradigm of Buddhist exegesis, melting with Confucianism and 

the Dark Learning, Indian Buddhism has been successfully integrated into 

the mainstream of Chinese culture. Since the Chinese habit of classifying the 

interpretation,” the reason for the arising of Chinese Buddhist schools does 

exploration of a “perfect regulation” or “method” for Buddhist exegesis. 

Keywords: 
of Buddhist teachings, exegesis of Buddhist scriptures
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The Three Contemplations in Tiantai and
 Huayan Buddhism

Ying-Shan Chen

Abstract
In Chinese Buddhism, the Tiantai- and Huayam-schools are famous 

for its sophisticated construction of systematic theory. Their methods 

of contemplation, includes the doctrine of the ‘Three Contemplations’. 

According to the Tientai, this includes Emptiness Contemplation, 

Provisional Positing Contemplation, and Intersubsumption Contemplation. 

The Huayan-doctrine embraces the three contemplations of Emptiness, 

the Interpenetration of Phenomenon and Principle, the Interpenetrating 

of all Phenomena. What are the respective characteristics of the two 

doctrines? What is the relationship between those two types of “Three 

Contemplations”? Does the difference or relationship involve a notion of 

classifying the Buddhist sutras? These are questions which will be discussed 

in this paper.

 

Keywords: Tientai, Huayan, three contemplations, endless phenomena in 

one single mind, the interpenetrating of all phenomena
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Zhili on Interpenetrative Coherence of the

Wai Hon Kit

Abstract

This paper discusses the Tiantai-understanding of “interpenetrative 

 and also the basic thought of Tiantai-Buddhism. First, I 

will explain the doctrines “three thousand dharmas in one thought-moment” 

and “threefold contemplation in one mind” viewed from the meaning of “in-

truth,” “containment (or inherent entailment) of three thousand dharmas in 

any .”

Keywords:
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A Study on the Creative Integration Model of the

 Tiantai Repentance Rituals

Kuo-ching Huang

 

Abstract
In this article, I will focus on explaining the repentance rituals 

according to Zhiyi ( ), in order to broaden and deepen our knowledge 

practices in repentance is to release or liberate ourselves from karma-

effects resulting from our ‘wrong doings’; yet, it also implies a tendency 

practices of repentance had become popular, yet no case has been found 

where repentance ritual and meditation were combined in that period. When 

Zhiyi studied under Huiguang ( )and Huisi( ), he experienced 

and achieved a deep understanding of the religious sense of practicing 

repentance. Later, he integrated the methods of practicing repentance 

and meditation to create an advanced model of Buddhist practice. The 

characteristics of Tiantai repentance rituals embrace the subsequent 

practices: (1) applying the repentance rituals to the methods of meditation, 

(2) proceeding to repentance in terms of true principle ( ) from 

repentance based on rituals( ), (3) integrating a variety of methods 

to cope with different obstacles, (4) setting standards to engender the best 

result in practicing Buddhist cultivation, (5) presenting a detailed guidance 

based on personal religious experiences. This kind of creative integration-

model is provided with the practice-scheme of a “low to high order of 
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repentance-meditation,” which has evidently enriched the long tradition of 

Buddhist cultivation.

Keywords: Tiantai repentance ritual, Zhiyi, repentance practice, 

meditation
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The “Yuandun jiaoguan” of Tiantai-Buddhism
and the “Middle-Way-Practice” in Daily-Life.

Huey-jen Yu

Abstract

In this paper, I try to discuss and examine the potential and possibility 

of our practicing the “perfect teaching” in daily life according to the views of 

Chinese Tiantai-Buddhism (“Yuandun jiaoguan”). The approach used in this 

paper addresses the fundamental doctrine of the “middle way” practices in our 

daily life, to highlight the sense of the “perfect teaching” in Tiantai-Buddhism. 

I will discuss the possible application of Tiantai-practices in concrete daily live 

situations, highlighting the practical sense of the “middle way” as the essential 

of the Tiantai-teaching.  

   

Keywords: Tiantai Buddhism, Zhiyi, Yuandun jiaoguan, practice of the 

middle way, three thousand worlds in one thought, one mind and three aspects 

of knowledge
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The History of Transmission of the Fahua
 wubai wen lun in Japan

Shih Zhen Ding

Abstract
The prominent Fahua wubai wen lun  (hereafter Wen lun) 

composed by Tiantai patriarch Zhanran 

cism against the Fahua Xuanzan  by Kuiji  (632-682) of the 

Faxiang school. The Wen lun is an indispensable and important source for our 

understanding the impact and challenge of Xuanzang’s new translations for the 

Wen lun

and new translations. It is also a critical text which highlights the differences 

between Faxiang and Tiantai doctrines.

The Wen lun was lost in the Buddhist repression of 845, though it was 

transmitted in its entirety up until the present day via Japanese monks. The 

present essay is divided into six chapters which present the historical facts be-

hind its transmission into Japan as well as the state of its preservation in Japan. 

The present essay will survey various editions of the Wen lun in addition to 

utilizing the relevant Chinese and Japanese historical materials. The evolution 

of those editions will be elaborated in the context of the Japanese transmission 

of the text which concludes with two periods of circulation of the text in Japan. 

Enzai  (?-838-?) contributed to the transmission of the text. Later although 

there was Enchin’s  (814-891) Ketsugi hoke teishaku , it 

is no longer extent. The detailed investigations of the Wen lun by Honjun 
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–the Gohyaku mon ron senchu , which must be placed in its 

proper historical position.

Keywords: Zhanran, Enzai, Honjun, Wen Lun, Senchu

Robert F. Rhodes

Paul Swanson

Foundations of T’ien-t’ai Philosophy The Flowering of the Two Truths 

Theory in Chinese Buddhism 1989

2012.10.12 



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊312 313

The Development of Zhiyi’s Theory of the 
Three Contemplations and its Relation to the

 Three Truths Theory

Robert F. Rhodes

Otani University, Professor

Abstract
      This paper explores the development of Zhiyi’s understanding of the 

three contemplations. Paul Swanson, in his Foundations of T’ien-t’ai 

Philosophy: The Flowering of the Two Truths Theory in Chinese Buddhism 

(1989) understood Zhiyi’s three truths theory as developing out of earlier 

Chinese speculations on the two truths theory. However, I argue Zhiyi came 

three contemplations deriving from the Yingluojing. In other words, in his 

early Cidi chanmen, Zhiyi argued that, whereas common beings and non-

Buddhist are attached to birth-and-death and the practitioners of the two 

attachment to either extreme. In the Liumiao famen, he further develops this 

pratyekabuddhas and bodhisattvas) practice the “contemplation for 

entering emptiness from provisional existence,” only bodhisattvas practice 

the “contemplation for extering provisional existence from emptiness.” 

Then, in the Xiao zhiguan, he creates an elaborate typology of the three 

contemplations, in which the three contemplations are conjoined with 

three forms of wisdom and three forms of delusions. Finally, in the Mohe 

zhiguan, Zhiyi adds the three truths to this threefold triadic scheme. Hence 

it is apparent that Zhiyi’s theory of the three truths developed out of his 

Keywords: three contemplations, three truths, Cidi chanmen, Liumiao famen, 

Xiao zhiguan
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I. Introduction

Hearing the name Zhiyi 

Tiantai school, we immediately think of his well-known doctrines such 

as the “perfect and interfused three truths” (yuanrong sand ) and 

“three thousand in one instant of mind” (yinian sanqian ). Although 

these doctrines unquestionably represent the acme of his thought, it must be 

recognized that they appear quite late in his intellectual career. They are the 

nature of reality and the proper practice for attaining insight into it. For this 

reason, if one wishes to understand Zhiyi’s Buddhist philosophy as a whole, it is 

necessary to consider the development of his thought from his earliest treatises 

to that of his so-called “three major works” (Fahua wenju , Fahua 

hsuanyi and Mohe zhiguan ) as well as the commentaries 

on the he composed at the end of his life. 

As one step in such an endeavor, in this paper, I will consider the 

development of Zhiyi’s interpretation of the three contemplations (sanguan 

truths (sandi . The latter theory, which holds a central place in the 

teachings of the Tiantai school, maintains that reality can be understood in 

terms of the three truths of emptiness (kong ), provisional existence (jia 

) and the middle (zhong ). In his Buddhism in China: A Historical Survey, 

Kenneth Ch’en explains the three truths as follows.

All things have no independent reality of their own; therefore they 

are said to be empty. This emptiness is sometimes called the truth of 

breaking through subjective illusions. The emptiness of the dharmas 

does not mean nothingness, however; if it were nothingness, how could 

it break illusions? Though a thing is empty, it does enjoy temporary 

existence as phenomenon. This is called the truth of temporary existence 

or the truth of establishment, since it establishes the dharma temporarily, 

where they can be reached by the senses. The synthesis of emptiness 

and phenomenal existence, of universality and particularity, is called the 

truth of the mean or middle. In other words the fact that every dharma is 

empty and temporary at the same time constitutes the middle truth. This 

middle does not mean something between the two; it is over and above 

the other two.1

As the quotation above indicates, emptiness refers to the notion that no dharma 

has substantial existence (in Buddhist technical terminology, that they are 

devoid of self-nature or ) inasmuch as they arise through dependent 

origination 

causes and conditions. At the risk of oversimplifying, it may be suggested 

that this notion of emptiness has a negative trajectory, since the point that 

is emphasized here is that, since everything is empty and unreal, we should 

refrain from being attached to them. Because attachments are the root source of 

aim: to liberate us from attachment, and hence from the cycle of transmigration, 

by showing us that everything is ultimately empty.

However, Zhiyi develops this notion in a more positive direction using the 

that all dharmas are empty (the truth of emptiness), but argues that this is only 

a partial and initial insight into reality or, in his words, the true mark of the 

dharmas (zhufa shixiang ). Since, from another perspective, dharmas 

1 



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊316 317

do arise through dependent origination, this means, to use Ch’en words cited 

above, that they enjoy temporary existence as phenomenon. This is the truth of 

provisional existence (in Ch’en words, the truth of temporary existence or the 

truth of establishment). Thirdly, the truth of the middle refers to the fact that, 

because they arise through dependent origination, dharmas are both empty and 

as being simultaneously empty, provisionally real and the middle (jikoung jijia 

jizhong ), one attains the highest level of insight, which Zhiyi 

calls “perfect and interfused three truths.”

As Neal Donner and Daniel Stevenson have pointed out in their 

introduction to the English translation of the Great Calming and Contemplation 

(Mohe zhiguan ). Zhiyi’s mature work on meditation,2 the 

soteriological significance of the three truths become apparent when they 

are seen as being imbedded in a series of related doctrinal triads: the three 

contemplations, three forms of wisdom (sanzhi ) and three forms of 

delusion (sanhuo ). In other words, it is said that:

(1) at the initial stage, the practitioner attains insight into the truth of emptiness

 through the contemplation for entering emptiness from provisional

 existence (cong jiaming ru kong ), gains omniscience 

 (  ) and removes the delusions of intellectual

  views and emotive attachments (jiansi huo ); 

(2) at the next stage, he or she gains insight into the truth of provisional

   existence through the contemplation for entering provisional existence from

  emptiness (cong kong ru jiaming ), gains knowledge of the

  modes of the path ( ) and removes the 

2  Donner and Stevenson 1993, 9-10.

  delusion that obscures multiplicity (chensha huo ); and 

 through the contemplation of the middle, gains knowledge of all modes 

 ( ) and removes the delusion of root

  ignorance (wuming huo ). 

As this shows, insight into the three truths is considered to arise from 

different stages of contemplation, resulting in the attainment of successively 

deeper levels of wisdom removing deeper levels of delusions. As noted 

above, at the highest level of insight, this process occurs simultaneously and 

instantaneously (i. e., in one instant of thought [yixin ]).

As observed above, scholars on Tiantai Buddhism have frequently treated 

of the three truths theory in light of earlier Chinese speculations on the theory 

Foundations of T’ien-

t’ai Philosophy.3There is, of course, no question that Zhiyi’s three truths theory 

extends and deepens earlier Chinese reflections of the two truths. However, 

in this paper, I will take a different approach and consider four of Zhiyi’s 

writings chronologically, to see how this monk gradually developed his mature 

formulation of the three truths over time. The texts that will be taken up in the 

pages below are as follows:

(1) Graduated Dharma-gates Explicating the Perfection of Meditation (Shi

  chan boluomi zidi famen ), traditionally known as 

3  Swanson 1989.
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  the Graduated Meditation Gates (Cidi chanmen ), the longest

 text below as the “Meditation Gates.”)

(2) Six Sublime Dharma Gates (Liumiao famen ), a brief work on the

Meditation Gates. 

(3) Essential Dharma for Practicing the Sitting Meditation of Calming and

  Contemplation (Xiuxi zhiguan tzuochan fayao ), 

  traditionally called the Shorter Calming and Contemplation (Xiao zhiguan 

), a short but famous work on meditation dating from Zhiyi’s 

  middle years.

(4) Great Calming and Contemplation, Zhiyi’s mature work on meditation,

  delivered as a lecture during the summer retreat (xiaanju ) at the

  Yuquan Temple in 594. It was taken down and later revised into its

  present form by Zhiyi’s disciple Guanding  (561-632).

Through an analysis of the texts cited above, it becomes apparent 

that Zhiyi did not arrive at his three truths theory solely, or even primarily, 

through an investigation of the two truths doctrine. Rather, the three truths 

in the Yingluojing (full title, Pusa yingluo benye jing 

century. Throughout his life, Zhiyi was deeply interested in proper method of 

conducting bodhisattva practice, and it was in this context that he appropriated 

the three contemplation theory. In the Meditation Gates, Zhiyi discusses how 

bodhisattvas, although they gain insight into emptiness, refrain from entering 

liberation of all beings. Subsequently, in the Six Sublime Dharma Gates, Zhiyi 

develops his understanding of bodhisattva practice a step further by using on 

the notions of “entering emptiness from provisional existence” and “entering 

found in the Yingluojing. Slightly later, in the Shorter Calming and 

Contemplation, he adopts the theory of the three contemplations to formulate 

the system of doctrinal triads mentioned above by Donner and Stevenson. 

However, in this text, Zhiyi has yet to develop the theory of the three truths. It 

is only in the Great Calming and Contemplation

truths.4

II. Zhiyi’s View of the Bodhisattva Practice as found in 
the Meditation Gates

The Meditation Gates is a systematic and comprehensive outline of the 

various kinds of meditative practices described in Buddhist texts.5 It dates to 

when he was residing at the Waguan Temple  in Jinling , the capital 

of the Chen  Dynasty. Earlier, he had studied under Huisi 

had had an enlightenment experience at Mt. Dasu . Subsequently Zhiyi 

left his master to preach in the capital. The Meditation Gates was originally 

delivered as a lecture at this temple and was taken down by Fashen  of 

Dazhuangyansi . Later it was revised and compiled into its present 

form by Guanding when he was staying on Mt. Tiantai.6

4    A detailed review of the theory of “three contemplation in one mind” is found in Lin 2012. 
 Important earlier studies in Japanese on Zhiyi’s appropriation of the three contemplations

 1981 and Oka 2000.
5   Basic information concerning the compilation of the Meditation Gates

6   At the beginning of the Meditation Gates, it is stated that this text was “expounded by 
 the Great Master Tiantai Zhizhe  of the Sui (Dynasty), recorded by disciple
 Fashen and revised by disciple Guanding.” A note inserted immediately after these lines
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A. The Structure of the Meditation Gates

The Meditation Gates is divided into ten chapters.  This treatise begins 

subsequently taken uup in the text. These five chapters comprises the first 

“expedients” (fangbian ), or preconditions and auxiliary practices without 

which no meditation can be undertaken effectively (T 46, 483c-508a). These 

expedient are divided into two groups: the “inner expedients” and “outer 

expedients.” The former refer to the practical and psychological preconditions 

necessary for practicing meditation, while the latter refer to various auxiliary 

 
 states that the text was revised on Mt. Tiantai by collating it with other versions of the 

 by Fashen (Sato 1961, 109) but it is more natural to attribute it to Guanding who is given
 as the person who revised the text.

   The ten chapters of the Meditation Gates are as follows:
(1) Outline of the Cultivation of the Perfection of Meditation (Xiu chanboluomi daiyi

)
(2) Explication of the Name of the Perfection of Meditation (Shi chanboluomi ming

)
(4) Explication of the Order of the Perfection of Meditation (Bian chanboluomi quanzi

)
(5) Selection of the Dharma and Mind of the Perfection of Meditation (Jian chanboluomi 
     faxin )
(6) Discrimination of the Preliminary Expedients for the Perfection of Wisdom (Fenbie 
      chanboluomi qianfangbian )

      chanboluomixiuzheng )
(8) Revelation of the Fruits of the Perfection of Meditation (Xianshi chanboluomi guobao

)
(9) Arousing the Teachings from the Perfection of Meditation (Zong chanboluomi qijiao

(10) Reaching the Goal of the Perfection of Meditation (Jiehui chanboluomi guiqu

practices to be undertaken in conjunction with the meditation.

of this work in the seventh chapter: a detailed analysis of the various types 

of meditations found in Buddhist texts (T 46, 524a-548c). He divides these 

meditation into four groups: (1) worldly meditation (shijian chan ), (2) 

meditations which are both worldly and trans-worldly (yi shijian yi chushijian 

chan ), (3) trans-worldly meditations (chushijian chan 

), and (4) meditations which are neither worldly nor trans-worldly (fei 

shijian fei chishijian chan 

meditation, represent the lowest form of meditation, as they are practiced to 

gain worldly goals, such as supernatural powers, longevity and rebirth in the 

is neither worldly nor transworldly is the highest, since they are undertaken to 

achieve insight into absolute emptiness, which is beyond all dualistic categories 

including the categories of “worldly” and “trans-worldly”.  

For some reason, the Meditation Gates ends abruptly at the end of the 

“neither worldly nor trans-worldly meditations.” Hence the last portion of 

reason for this is a mystery, especially since at the beginning of the Meditation 

Gates, Zhiyi provides the titles of all ten chapters, and explains how these 

situation can also be observed in the Great Calming and Contemplation, Zhiyi’s 

theories have been suggested to explain this anomaly, including the argument 

or that, since the latter portions of the texts treat extremely profound levels of 

attainment, Zhiyi felt obliged to refrain from discussing them. However, the 
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truth of the matter remains uncertain.

Be that as it may, in the Meditation Gates, Zhiyi emphasizes that 

bodhisattvas must strive to gain insight into absolute emptiness (or, in his 

words, the “true mark of dharmas”), which is beyond all dualism. To underscore 

this point, he constructs a rhetoric of bodhisattva practice, in which he contrasts 

the bodhisattvas with (1) ordinary beings and non-Buddhist ascetics who he 

claims are deeply attached to continued existence within the cycle of birth-and-

death (the realm of transmigration), on the one hand, and (2) practitioners of 

means that the former are attached to being, while the latter are attached to non-

being.) However, through their insight into emptiness, bodhisattvas correctly 

perceive the middle way between these two extremes, enabling them to function 

freely within the realm of birth-and-death to work for the liberation of all 

beings. In Zhiyi’s view, it is only such bodhisattva practice that can be regarded 

as the genuine Buddhist practice.

B. Goal of Buddhist Meditation according to the Meditation 
Gates 

Zhiyi begins the Meditation Gates by arguing that meditation is not just 

one of many forms of Buddhist practice, but that it is, quite simply, the supreme 

Buddhist practice, encompassing within itself Buddhism in its entirety. He 

states,

All things in the perfect sublime dharma-realm, whether it be the 

(Buddhist) teachings or practices, whether it be the principle or the 

particular, all causes, fruits and ranks, beginning from (the rank of) 

common beings and culminating in (the rank of) ultimate sagehood, are 

Thus meditation, in Zhiyi’s view, is identical with Buddhism itself.

with elucidating the “perfection” of meditation, i. e., meditation as seen as a 

Meditation 

Gates is how to gain correct insight into emptiness through the practice of 

meditation, and how to use that insight in order to undertake bodhisattva 

practices for leading all beings to enlightenment.8 Hence, Zhiyi emphasizes 

that, before embarking on the practice of meditation, it is necessary to arouse a 

8    In order to highlight the way in which the meditations are to be practiced by bodhisattvas, 
Zhiyi contrasts the bodhisattva’s correct attitude with which he or she undertakes 
meditation with ten incorrect motives for practicing meditation by non-bodhisattva 
practitioners and declares how such wrongly motivated meditation will result in rebirth 
into unsatisfactory realms of existence. He explains,  

      world of hell dwellers.  
(2) People who practice meditation in order to acquire fame fall into the world of demons.  
(3) People who practice meditation in order to acquire followers and disciples fall into the 
      world of animals.  
(4) People who practice meditation out of jealousy and the wish to become better than

asura).  
(5) People who practice meditation out of fear of being reborn in the evil realms and in
      order to eradicate the effects of evil karma fall into the world of humans.  
(6) People who practice meditation in order to achieve a virtuous mind and attain peace
      and bliss fall into the world of heavenly beings of the Six Desires.  

      world of demons ( ).  
(8) People who practice meditation in order to acquire sharp minds fall into the world of
      non-Buddhists.  
(9) People who practice meditation in order to be born in Brahma’s heaven fall into the 
     world heavenly beings of the realms of form and formlessness.  
(10) People who practice meditation in order to free themselves from old age, illness
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mind of great compassion and set forth the bodhisattva vows, the vow to ferry 

a representative example of the bodhisattva vows to be enunciate at this time, 

Zhiyi gives the following, the famous four extensive vows: 

(1) Sentient beings, limitless in number, I vow to ferry over. 

) which are numberless, I vow to extinguish.

(3) Dharma-gates without end (in number), I vow to comprehend.

to eradicate his or her own defilements, to study the Buddhist teachings and 

the others-benefiting aspect of bodhisattva practice, while the latter three 

of bodhisattva practice: to lead all beings, along with oneself, to buddhahood. 

Moreover, once the goal of one’s practice is firmly set by proclaiming these 

vows, the bodhisattva must next undertake various practices to realize those 

goals. It is at this point that the practice of meditation becomes important, since 

by practicing these various meditations, one can gain the various skills and 

six supernatural powers and the four eloquences: the ability to understanding 

the language in which the dharma is expressed, the ability to understanding 

the meaning of the dharma, the ability to understand dialects and eloquence 

is a crucial component of the bodhisattva’s practice of leading all beings to 

enlightenment.

C. Meditation and Bodhisattva Practice in the Meditation Gates

In order to effectively undertake the bodhisattva practices for leading 

insight into the true mark of dharmas through the correct contemplation of the 

middle way (zhongdao zhengguan 9 In other words, the 

bodhisattva’s practice must be undertaken on the basis of insight into emptiness. 

What, then, are the characteristics of such insight and how should one engage 

in meditation in order to achieve it?  

This question is answered in the fifth chapter of the Meditation Gates, 

entitled “Selection of the Dharma and Mind of the Perfection of Meditation,” 

discussing the mental attitudes with which practitioners approach meditation. 

attitudes into the following categories: (1) defiled, (2) undefiled, (3) both 

attitudes. Such practitioners are incapable of transcending the cycle of birth-

the cycle of birth-and-death and to achieve complete extinction, both physical 

huishen miezhi ). Third, some people embark 

on meditation with a mental attitude that is both defiled and undefiled. Such 

9  Oka argues that the term “correct contemplation of the middle way”(zhongdao zhengguan
 ) derives from “contemplation of the supreme truth of the middle way” 
(zhongdao diyiyiguan ), the name given to the third of the three 
contemplations in the Yingluojing (T 24, 1014b). See Oka 2000, pp. 58-59. 
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people are ambivalent about what they wish to achieve through meditation. 

Sometimes they actively seek the pleasures and powers that results from 

meditation, while at other times, they seek to free themselves from the cycle of 

their practices are also unstable.

Zhiyi contends that none of these three types of practices represent the 

highest form of Buddhist meditation. In all the cases above, the practitioners 

are attached to the fruits of their meditations. For example, ordinary people and 

non-Buddhist ascetics are attached to the pleasures and powers they hope to 

gain from their meditation, such as supernatural powers, longevity and rebirth 

in higher states of existence. In contrast, practitioners of the two vehicles are 

from all suffering and attain absolute peace and bliss. Both, according to Zhiyi, 

are incorrect attitudes with which to undertake meditation. In Zhiyi’s view, 

the correct attitude is that displayed by bodhisattvas who engage in meditation 

with a mental attitude that is “neither defiled nor undefiled.” Through their 

practice, they achieve insight into emptiness, which is beyond all dualistic 

free themselves from attachments, both from worldly achievements as well as 

Zhiyi explains this in greater detail by examining how bodhisattvas 

practice meditation at the time they arouse the desire to practice meditation, 

while practicing meditation, when achieving the insight associated with that 

meditation, and upon coming out of meditation (T 46, 482a-b).

(1) When bodhisattvas arouse the desire to practice meditation and embark on 

  the path of Buddhist practice, they resolve to undertake meditation, neither

  to gain rebirth into a higher, more blissful realm (such as those of heavenly

  practice meditation without falling into either of these two extremes.

(2) When actually conducting mediation, bodhisattvas abide neither in the

 death).  

(3) When they achieve the insight associated with the meditation, bodhisattvas 

 attain the wisdom of the patience of the non-arising of dharmas; at this

 point, they are neither attached to birth-and-death nor are stained by the 

(4) After arising from meditation, the bodhisttvas are free from all attachment

 to the two extremes of existence and non-existence (i. e., birth-and-death

 In this way, Zhiyi stresses that bodhisattvas who undertake their practices 

on the basis of their insight into emptiness are free from all attachment, most 

Moreover, it is important to note that this argument is developed by contrasting 

the bodhisattvas with ordinary beings and non-Buddhist ascetics, on the one 

hand, and to the practitioners of the two vehicles, on the other. Zhiyi contends 

gained through meditation and are consequently incapable of escaping from 

the cycle of transmigration. Similarly, the practitioners of the two vehicles are 

because they realize that these two categories are both equally empty. To be 

are free from ensnarement in the cycle of transmigration, and because they 
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and are consequently able to remain in his world (without, however, being 

attached to it) in order to work for the liberation of all beings. This ability to 

sport freely in the world to work for the welfare of all beings, according to 

Zhiyi, provides the genuine ground for conducting bodhisattva practices. 

It may be added in passing that this idea is already found in 

Consolation of the Invalid.” 

To separate oneself from these dualities: this is the bodhisattva practice. 

practice. To reject the practices of ordinary beings and to reject the 

practices of the wise sages (arhats): this is the bodhisattva’s practice.  (T 

14, 545b)

in a more positive way in the passage above, where it makes the paradoxical 

above, it may be surmised that those who are attached to birth-and-death are 

III. The Three Contemplations in the Meditation Gates
It is important to note here that, although Zhiyi does not develop a full-

fledged theory of the three contemplations in the Meditation Gates, they are 

already mentioned—albeit only in passing—in this text. Hence, it is necessary 

A. The Three Contemplations in the Yingluojing
As mentioned above, the three contemplations are found in the Yingluojing. 

stages of bodhisattva practice, consisting of the forty-two stages divided into 

ten abodes (shizhu ), ten practices (shixing ), ten merit-transferences 

(shihuixiang ), ten stages (shidi ), stage equal to enlightenment 

(denghue 10) and stage of sublime awakening (miaojue ). It is in 

bodhisattvas realize the supreme truth of the middle way (zhongdao diyiyidi 

) and gain insight into the non-duality of dharmas. However, the 

the ten merit-transferences is only an analogue of the supreme truth and is 

not the genuine supreme truth. Genuine insight into the supreme truth of the 

undertaking the three contemplations. 

must be noted, differ from the names by which Zhiyi calls them) are (1) 

contemplation of the two truths for entering emptiness from provisional names 

(cong jiaming ru kong erdiguan ), (2) contemplation of 

equality for entering provisional names from emptiness (cong kong ru jiaming 

10   Denghue 
 (rufajiexin ). 

See T 24, 1015b..
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pingdengguan ), and (3) the contemplation of the supreme 

truth of the middle way (zhongdao diyiyiguan ). Among these 

third contemplation. Once the bodhisattva has achieved the third contemplation, 

he or she is able to simultaneously contemplate both the absolute truth of 

emptiness and the conventional truth of provisional names, without, however, 

being attached to either the emptiness or provisional existence of dharmas (T 

24, 1014b).

As this shows, the Yingluojing holds that the three contemplations can 

only be practiced by accomplished bodhisattvas who have ascended to the 

gains a level of insight in which he or she is able to perceive simultaneously 

the emptiness and the provisional existence of all dharmas. This insight, which 

introduced to explain how bodhisattvas can work for the welfare of all beings 

even while perceiving the emptiness of all dharmas (including sentient beings). 

beings are not simply empty, but that they actually do exist on the provisional 

level and really undergo suffering in the cycle of birth-and-death. It is for this 

reason that the bodhisattvas constantly strive to lead (the ultimately empty but 

provisionally real) sentient beings out of the painful cycle of transmigration. 

B. The Six Sublime Gates and the Three Contemplations in the 
Meditation Gates

There are only scattered references to the three contemplations in 

the Meditation Gates.11 In one passage, Zhiyi uses the term “the common 

11  On the three contemplation in the Meditation Gates, see Oka 2000, pp. 56-63.

contemplation for entering emptiness from provisional existence” (congjia 

rukongguan tongguan ) to characterize the practice 

three contemplations, here he only mentions this particular contemplation and 

fails to refer to the other two contemplations. Moreover he only mentions this 

term in passing and does not elaborate on what he means by it.12 More important 

is another lengthier passage that refers to all of the three contemplations. The 

passage in question is found at the beginning of the seventh fascicle, in a section 

the breath-counting exercise, a form of Buddhist meditation in which 

the practitioner concentrates the mind on his or her breathing. In the Meditation 

Gates, Zhiyi follows such texts as the Anpan shouyijing  (

on the Mindfulness of Breathing) and divides the  meditation into the 

following six stages.

(1) Counting (shu ). At this stage, practitioners regulate their respiration, and

 concentrates on counting their breath. As a result, they reach a point where 

 they can count their breath from one to ten naturally, without conscious 

 effort.

(2) Following (sui ). After the practitioners are able to count their breath

 without conscious effort, they next focus their attention on the breath being

 inhaled and exhaled. As a result, they become aware of the length of each 

12  T 46, 480c. This practice is called “common” because this contemplation can be
undertaken by the practitioners of the Two Vehicles as well as bodhisattvas. Oka (following 

(shuangguan erdi , T 46, 498c) used to describe bodhisattva practice in the 
Meditation Gates derives from the phrase “simultaneous illumination of the two truths” 
(shuangzhao erdi  in the Yingluojing (T 24, 1014b). See Oka 2000, pp. 58-59.
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 breath as well as the breath spreading through the body. Then the

 practitioners’ mind is stilled and they enter a state of  (meditative

 absorption). 

(3) Calming (zhi ). After the practitioners’ mind has been stilled, they

 practitioners’ mind had become still and they had attained 

 However, at this point, they realize that, even though they have attained a

 cycle of birth-and-death. Having realized this, they then move on to the next 

 stage.  

(4) Contemplating (guan ). While still in , practitioners

  again contemplate each breath as it is inhaled and exhaled. Through this

  contemplation,they realize that, not only their breath, but their mind and

  selves are impermanent and non-substantial (i. e., empty), because they are

  the four bases of mindfulness ( : the realization that [1] the

  body is impure, [2] perceptions are painful, [3] the mind is impermanent and

  [4] dharmas are without self) and eliminates the four mistaken views

  ([1] to mistakenly perceive what is impermanent to be permanent, [2] to

  mistakenly perceive what is painful to be blissful, [3] to mistakenly perceive

  what is without self to possess a self, and [4] to mistakenly perceive what is

  impure to be pure).

(5) Returning (xuan ). Next, practitioners turn their attention back to their 

 own mind, which is the source of all delusion. In contemplates the mind

 itself, practitioners realizes that it too is empty.

(6) Purifying (jing ). Upon realizing that both objects of contemplation and

 the mind which contemplates are non-substantial, all deluded thoughts and 

 mistaken discrimination cease and practitioners gains undefiled wisdom.

The section dealing with the six sublime gates in the Meditation Gates 

edition of this text. It is divided into three parts: (1) explication of the term 

“six sublime gates,” (2) explanation of the order of the six sublime gates, and 

(3) discussion of how each of the six gates are practiced and the attainments 

exception of the lines quoted below) is virtually identical to the second chapter 

of the Six Sublime Dharma Gates, entitled “The Order in which the Six Dharma 

Gates Arise” (T 46, 549c-50b).13

relationship between these two nearly-identical passages. Since there is an 

allusion to the Meditation Gates in the Six Sublime Dharma Gates,14 it may 

be said that the latter text was composed after the former. For this reason, it 

would appear natural to assume that the passage in the Meditation Gates was 

incorporated into the Six Sublime Dharma Gates. However, inasmuch as the 

Meditation Gates was revised at a later date,15 it is equally possible that the 

Meditation Gates’ passage was edited into its present form by consulting the Six 

Sublime Dharma Gates.16

Be that as it may, the three contemplations appear in an enigmatic passage 

found at the end of the third part of the Meditation Gates’ discussion of the six 

13

14   A passage in the Six Sublime Dharma Gates states, “As for its meaning, it is discussed
extensively in the (section on) ‘the realization of the wholesome and evil natures’ in the 
‘inner expedients’ (chapters) of the Sitting Meditation (Zuochan ).” See T 46, 554c. 

Sitting Meditation refers to the Meditation Gates
15   In a note found at the beginning of the Meditation Gates, it is stated that this text was 

revised on Mt. Tiantai using copies of the lecture taken down by several different people. 

16
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doctrinal triads: the three types of emptiness, three types of , the triad 

of inner, outer and neither inner nor outer, and the three contemplations. The 

entire passage (which, as noted above, is not found in the Six Sublime Dharma 

Gates), reads as follows:

Next, because (the practitioner) contemplates the emptiness of sentient

  beings, it is called “contemplation.” Because they contemplate the 

emptiness of real dharmas, it is called “returning.” Because they

contemplate that (both sentient beings and dharmas) are equally empty, 

it is called “purity.” 

Next, because it corresponds to the emptiness , it is called 

“contemplating.” Because it corresponds to the markless  it is

called “returning.” Because it corresponds to the uncreated  it

is called “purity.” 

Next, all contemplation of outer objects is called “contemplation.” 

All contemplation of inner objects is called “returning.” All

contemplation of objects that are neither inner nor outer is called 

“purity.”… 

Next, (because) the bodhisattva (undertakes) “contemplation for 

entering emptiness from provisional existence” (congjia rukongguan

) it is called “contemplation.” Because (the bodhisattva

undertakes) “contemplation for entering provisional existence from

emptiness” (congkong rijiaguan  it is called “returning”.

Because (the bodhisattva undertakes) “contemplation of emptiness

and provisional existence in one mind” (kongjiia yixinguan

) it is called “purifying.” If it is possible to undertake (the six

sublime gates) in this way, it should be known that the six sublime gates 

 

last three of the six  stages: contemplation, returning and purifying. 

In other words, in this passage contemplation (the fourth of the six 

stages) is said to correspond to (1) emptiness of sentient beings, (2) emptiness 

, (3) contemplation of outer objects, and (4) contemplation for entering 

markless , (3) contemplation of inner objects and (4) contemplation 

 stage) is said to correspond to (1) emptiness of sentient beings and 

dharmas, (2) uncreated i, (3) contemplation of objects that are neither 

inner nor outer and (4) contemplation of emptiness and provisional existence in 

one mind. This may be diagrammed as follows:

(1)contemplation = emptiness of sentient beings = emptiness  =

 contemplation of outer objects = contemplation for entering emptiness from

 provisional existence

(2)returning = emptiness of real dharmas = markless  = contemplation 

of inner objects = contemplation for entering provisional existence from 

emptiness

(3)purifying = emptiness of sentient beings and dharmas = uncreated 

 = contemplation of objects that are neither inner nor outer = contemplation

 of emptiness and provisional existence in one mind

to identify contemplation, returning and purifying with the four doctrinal traids 
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above. Unfortunately, Zhiyi does not give any further explanation of what he 

means by this passage. 

of the three contemplations found here. First, it must be noticed that the names 

given to the three contemplations in the quotation above differ from those used 

in the Yingluojing

contemplation of the two truths for entering emptiness from provisional names, 

(2) contemplation of equality for entering provisional names from emptiness 

and (3) the contemplation of the supreme truth of the middle way. In contrast, 

the names of the first two contemplations in the quotation above have been 

shortened to “contemplation for entering emptiness from provisional existence” 

and “contemplation for entering provisional existence from emptiness,” while 

that of the third contemplation is radically changed from “contemplation of 

the supreme truth of the middle way” to “contemplation of emptiness and 

provisional existence in one mind.”

Be that as it may, the important point is that, sin the passage quoted 

Zhiyi seems to be suggesting that at the contemplation stage of the 

meditation, the practitioner undertakes the contemplation for entering emptiness 

from provisional existence and attains insight into emptiness. Likewise, 

when the practitioner reaches the stage of returning, he or she undertakes the 

contemplation for entering provisional existence from emptiness and “returns” 

to the realm of provisional existence. Finally, when the practitioner reaches the 

and provisional existence in one mind and is able to perceive both emptiness 

and provisional existence simultaneously (i. e., in one mind). 

But this interpretation seems to be Zhiyi’s own distinctive, not to say 

idiosyncratic, interpretation, having no basis in the  meditation practice 

itself. Since at the stage of contemplation, the practitioner contemplates one’s 

breadth in order to realize, among other things, that all dharmas are devoid of 

self (as noted above, at the stage of contemplation, the practitioner realizes the 

four bases of mindfulness, the last of which is that all dharmas are devoid of 

self), it may be possible to say that, at this stage, the practitioner undertakes 

the contemplation for entering emptiness from provisional existence and gains 

insight into emptiness. However, it is hard to justify why the stage of returning 

should correspond to contemplation for entering provisional existence from 

emptiness. As noted above, at this stage, the practitioner turns back (i. e., 

“returns”) his or her attention from outer objects and focuses on contemplating 

the emptiness of the mind. It does not refer to “returning” from emptiness to 

the provisional existence of dharmas. Presumably, Zhiyi is here interpreting the 

term “returning” in a different sense, i. e., not as turning one’s attention back to 

one’s own mind, but as turning back to the realm of provisional existence from 

the realm of emptiness. (That this indeed seems to be the case can be inferred 

from a similar but more detailed explanation found in the Six Sublime Dharma 

Gates, which will be considered it at greater length below.) Finally, it is also 

realizes the emptiness and non-substantiality of both the contemplating mind 

and contemplated objects, corresponds to the third contemplation, i. e., the 

insight that all dharmas are simultaneously empty and provisionally real. Once 

again, the notion of “purifying” is being given a new interpretation here.

In any case, it must be said that the discussion of the three contemplations 

in the passage above is something of an anomaly in the Meditation Gates. 

For one thing, the passage here appears rather abruptly in the text, with no 

obvious connection with the preceding discussion of the six stages of the 

 practice. More significantly, although Zhiyi continually emphasizes 
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the importance of gaining insight into emptiness and freeing oneself from 

Meditation Gates, only 

rarely does he refer to the notion that bodhisattvas must “return” to the realm 

of provisional existence from emptiness. Indeed, as Oka Sumiaki has pointed 

out, the passage cited above is the only place in the Meditation Gates where the 

term “entering provisional existence from emptiness” is mentioned. Neither this 

term nor the notion of the bodhisattva “returning” to the realm of provisional 

existence can be found elsewhere in this text.  For this reason, the above 

passage, which emphasizes the bodhisattva’s return to the world of provisional 

existence after they have gained insight into emptiness, must be judged 

somewhat inconsistent with the rest of the Meditation Gates. Hence, even 

though the three contemplations are mentioned in the Meditation Gates, it could 

practice at this point in his career.

IV. Three Contemplations in the Six Sublime Dharma 
Gates

As stated above, in the Meditation Gates, Zhiyi emphasized that the 

bodhisattva’s practice is based on their insight into the non-duality of birth-

the Six Sublime Dharma Gates, where he introduces the notions of “entering 

emptiness from provisional existence” and “entering provisional existence from 

emptiness” to reformulate the rhetoric of bodhisattva practice. The Six Sublime 

Dharma Gates is a detailed manual on the  meditation exercise.18 

  Oka 2000, 61.
18

According to Guanding’s preface to the Great Calming and Insight, the Six 

Sublime Dharma Gates was composed by Zhiyi at the request of Mao Xi 

question as to when the Six Sublime Dharma Gates was written. Since the 

words, “Master Tiantai (i. e., Zhiyi) produced the Dharma Gates in abbreviated 

form at the Waguan Temple in the capital (Jinling),” are found at the beginning 

of this text, the Six Sublime Dharma Gates, like the Meditation Gates above, 

has traditionally been dated to the period of Zhiyi’s stay in Jinling, that is to 

should be dated later, to the period when Zhiyi was residing on Mt. Tiantai, i. 
19 In any case, since, as noted above, the Six Sublime 

Dharma Gates refers to the Meditation Gates, it appears that the latter text 

predates the former. 

A.  Meditation Exercise and Bodhisattva Practice in the 
Six Sublime Dharma Gates

The Six Sublime Dharma Gates provides a multifaceted analysis of 

the  meditation in ten chapters. As noted above, Zhiyi follows 

the Anbo shouyijing and divides the

each of which represents a successively deeper level of proficiency (T 46, 

549c-550b). According to Guanding, this text is the representative work 

on the “variable” (buding ) style of meditation. In his preface to the 

Great Calming and Contemplation, Guanding states, “Zhiyi transmitted 

Huisi’s three kinds of calming and contemplation: (1) gradual and sequential 

19     
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(calming and contemplation [cidi zhiguan ]), (2) variable (calming 

and contemplation [buding zhiguan ]) and (3) perfect and sudden 

(calming and contemplation [yuandun zhiguan ]).”20 According to 

this, there are three ways of conducting meditation: the gradual and sequential 

way, the variable way and the perfect and sudden way. The Meditation Gates 

Six 

Sublime Dharma Gates the representative text of the second approach, and the 

Great Calming and Contemplation the representative text of the third approach. 

In undertaking mediation using the “gradual and sequential” approach, the 

practitioner starts from simple types of meditation and gradually proceeds to 

the more profound meditations, gaining deeper and deeper insights as he or she 

proceeds. On the other hand, those taking the “perfect and sudden” approach 

jumps right into the most profound type of meditation in order to attain the 

most profound insights. In contrast, the variable approach refers to the situation 

wherein practitioners practice the meditations out of order.21

Six Sublime Dharma Gates. In the second chapter, “The Way in which the 

Six Sublime Gates Arise Sequentially,” Zhiyi states that the six stages of the 

meditation arise sequentially, one after the other, and likens them 

to the rungs on a ladder leading to enlightenment (T 46, 549c). This would 

correspond to the “gradual and sequential” approach. Likewise, in the eighth 

chapter, “Six Sublime Gates of Mind Contemplation,” it is stated that, when 

practitioners of highest abilities (dagenxing xingen ) practice the 

six sublime gates, they immediately realize that all dharmas arise from the mind 

without having to deepen their insight gradually, one step at a time (T 46, 553c). 

20  Donner and Stevenson 1993, 108; the original passage is found at T 46, 1c.
21  For a detailed analysis of the variable meditation as found in the Six Sublime Dharma 
    Gates

This would correspond to the “perfect and sudden” approach.

However, in the third chapter, entitled “How the Six Sublime Gates (Arise) 

in Accordance with What is Most Appropriate,” Zhiyi argues that, if any one of 

the six stages of the  exercise is most appropriate in deepening one’s 

meditation, it is possible to practice these stages out of order, and concentrate 

on the one that helps one advance along the Buddhist path most effectively 

(T 46, 550c-551a). Moreover, in the tenth chapter “Marks of Realization of 

the Six Sublime Gates,” Zhiyi explains that a practitioner sometimes gains an 

insight that differs from what is usually associated with the stage of  

meditation that he or she is undertaking. For example, a practitioner may 

sometimes gain the insight associated with “following,” the second stage of 

the 

Likewise, they may gain the insight associated with “purifying,” the sixth 

 exercise, while practicing “counting.” In such 

ways, it is possible to gain the insight associated with all of the six stages 

while practicing any one of the six stages (T 46, 554b-c). These methods for 

practicing the  exercise correspond to Guanding’s variable approach to 

meditation. 

Be that as it may, in the sixth chapter, entitled “Common and Separate Six 

Sublime Gates,” Zhiyi argues that this breath-counting  meditation 

can be conducted by various types of practitioners, including ordinary beings, 

non-Buddhist ascetics, practitioners of the two vehicles and bodhisattvas. 

(This fourfold classification of practitioners of meditation was already found 

in the Meditation Gates.) However, he also maintains that, because they differ 

in their ability to gain insight into the truth, the fruits they gain through their 

meditations are different. For example, since ordinary dull-witted people 

undertake this exercise to gain various types of worldly pleasures and bliss, 

their practice can only be characterized as “demonic practice” (moye ). 
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In contrast, non-Buddhist ascetics, although they are sharp-witted, mistakenly 

perceive their breath to be real entities (i. e., they fail to see that they are empty) 

and give rise to false views concerning the nature of their breath. Thus, even 

though they undertake the breath-counting meditation, neither of these two 

types of practitioners can escape from the cycle of transmigration through their 

practice.

gain insight into the Four Noble Truths: that suffering arises from various 

causes and conditions (Truth of Suffering); that suffering arise because people 

mistakenly apprehend what is ultimately unreal to be real (Truth of Arising); 

that suffering is ultimately unborn (Truth of Cessation); and that by viewing 

suffering with correct wisdom, it is possible to attain the truth (Truth of the 

Way). Likewise, through this practice, pratyekabuddhas gain insight into the 

all things which arise through the twelvefold chain of dependent origination are 

devoid of substantiality. Through this insight, they eradicate all attachments and 

On the other hand, bodhisattvas practice the breath-counting exercise in 

order to gain “omniscience, buddha wisdom, natural wisdom (ziranzhih

), wisdom gained without a teacher (wushizhi

power of knowledge and insight (rulai zhijian  and fearlessness, 

because they feel sorrow for innumerable sentient beings (suffering within the 

cycle of rebirth) and wish to make them gain peace and happiness” (T 46, 552b-

c) and to attain the knowledge of all modes. Moreover, it is also said that they 

apprehend the emptiness of all dharmas and realize the identity of birth-and-

do not reside in birth-and-death and (for this reason) are free 

from bondage to the twenty-five kinds of existence. They do not 

pratyekabuddhas. With great wisdom of equality, and without the mind 

to grasp or cast away (objects), they enter the middle way of breathing. 

This is called perceiving buddha-nature, attaining the patience of non-

blissful, (characterized by) self and pure. (T 46, 552c)

Using a rhetoric identical to that found in the Meditation Gates, Zhyi states 

that, by realizing the emptiness and non-substantiality of dharmas, bodhisattvas 

to birth-and-death. 

In this way, it is argued that, although the four kinds of practitioners 

above undertake the same breath-counting exercise, the results they attain are 

different. Moreover, in the following rather lengthy chapter (chapter seven, 

“The Revolving Six Sublime Gates”) Zhiyi contrasts the bodhisattva’s practice 

with those of the practitioners off the two vehicles in order to highlight the 

distinctive character of the former. It is in this context that Zhiyi introduces the 

concepts of “contemplation for entering emptiness from provisional existence” 

two of the three contemplations found in the Yingluojing. 

To be more specific, Zhiyi states that the practitioners of all the three 

“contemplation for entering emptiness from provisional existence.” As a result, 

they gain insight into emptiness and the non-substantiality of dharmas and, 

as a result, attain the wisdom eye (huiyan = insight into emptiness) and 

achieve omniscience. As noted above, these bodhisattvas are characterized 
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by their total lack of attachment, both to continued existence within the 

realm of birth-and-death as well as to the opposite extreme of extinction in 

and pratyakebuddhas. Zhiyi calls this bodhisattva’s distinctive insight the 

“contemplation for entering provisional existence from emptiness,” the second 

of the Yingluojing’s three contemplations. Moreover, this insight is said to 

be accompanied by the attainment of dharma eye (fayan = insight into 

provisional existence) and knowledge of the modes of the path. Through this 

contemplation, bodhisattvas realize that, although dharmas are indeed empty 

and non-substantial in the ultimate sense, they (i. e., dharmas) do actually exist 

in the provisional sense. It is because of this special insight that bodhisattvas 

realize sentient beings, though empty in the ultimate sense, do exist and suffer 

in the realm of transmigration. Hence, with the attainment of this insight, 

bodhisattvas are compelled to arouse the vows to save all beings and re-

enter the world of provisional existence in order to work for the welfare of 

all creatures. Hence, Zhiyi contends, the practice of the “contemplation for 

entering provisional existence from emptiness” provides the grounds for the 

bodhisattva practice aiming at the salvation of all beings.

B. The Three Contemplations and Mind Contemplation in the 
Six Sublime Dharma Gates

Before closing this section, it is necessary to consider an interesting 

passage in the eighth chapter entitled “Six Sublime Gates of Mind 

Contemplation,” in which the last three stages of the six sublime gates are 

correlated to the three contemplations (T 46, 553c-4a). As noted above, in 

this chapter, Zhiyi argues that practitioners of the highest abilities realize that 

all dharmas arise from their minds when undertaking the six stages of the 

exercise. For example, when they undertake the practice of “counting,” 

these practitioners realize that all things arise from the mind. At the stage of 

“following,” they realize that all dharmas obey the dictates of the mind, just as 

all attendants follow the instructions of the king. At the next stage of “cessation,” 

the practitioners realize that, once the mind is stilled, all dharmas also become 

quiescent. Then, at the following stage of “contemplating,” the practitioners 

realize the emptiness of the mind and that, inasmuch as the mind is empty, all 

things too are empty. As Zhiyi explains, 

Next, when the practitioners contemplate their minds, they comprehend 

that the nature of the mind is empty like the sky, that it is nameless 

and markless, and that it is beyond all verbal expression. Opening up 

their store of ignorance, (the practitioners) perceive the true nature 

(of dharmas) and attain the wisdom of non-attachment concerning 

all dharmas. You should know that this mental state is the gate of 

contemplation. (T 46, 554a)

In other words, at the stage of contemplation, practitioners of the highest 

abilities gain insight into emptiness and are thereby freed from all attachments. 

Zhiyi next explains the insight gained at the stage of returning as 

follows.

Next, when the practitioners contemplate their minds, inasmuch as

 they have already no not apprehend the mind that is contemplated, they 

neither apprehend the knowledge that contemplates. At that time, the

mind is like the sky and there is nothing that one can rely upon. 

Although, with sublime wisdom that is free from attachments, they do 

not perceive any dharmas, they return and discern all dharmas, 
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discriminating and revealing them. They enter the various dharma

realms without distortion. They universally manifest their physical

forms, disclosing their forms in the nine paths, enter the treasury of

supernatural powers, acquire the various good roots (leading to

enlightenment) and adorn the path of the buddhas. You should know

that this mental state is the gate of returning. (T 46, 554a)

Here Zhiyi argues that, at the stage of returning, practitioners “return” from the 

realm of emptiness to the world of provisional existence wherein they “discern 

all dharmas.” That is to say, although these practitioners have gained insight 

into emptiness at the previous stage of contemplation, they are not content 

to remain in the nihilistic realm of emptiness. This is because they recognize 

that all things, though ultimately empty, do actually exist in the provisional 

sense. Hence they discern and apprehend, accurately and without distortion, 

the provisional existence of all dharmas and return to the world to work for the 

liberation of sentient beings. Zhiyi maintains that such practitioners are highly 

advanced bodhisattvas, capable of using their supernatural powers to manifest 

themselves throughout the universe to work for the welfare of all beings. By 

carrying out such practices, these bodhisattvas garner the merit that leads them 

to attain complete buddhahood.22 

Finally, the stage of purifying is explained as follows 

When practitioners contemplate their minds, even though they 

apprehend neither the mind nor the various dharmas, they unerringly 

discriminate all dharmas. Although they discriminate all dharmas, 

22  This is only natural since, as noted above, the Yingluojing maintains that the contemplation
for entering provisional existence from emptiness can be practiced only by bodhisattvas of 
the ten stages.

they are not attached to any dharmas. They accomplish all dharmas 

yet are not stained by all dharmas…. You should know that this 

mental state (is gained through) the gate of purifying. (T 46, 554a)

all dharmas but simultaneously recognizes their provisional existence, without, 

however, being attached to them. 

three contemplations in the passages above, they are clearly presupposed.23 

That is to say, at the stage of contemplation, the practitioner realizes emptiness 

and is freed from all attachments. At the stage of returning, the practitioner 

“returns” to the world of provisional existence and works for the liberation 

of all beings. Finally, at the stage of purifying, the practitioner recognizes 

provisional existence of dharmas, without, however, being attached to them. 

As noted above, in the Meditation Gates, Zhiyi had already identified these 

idea at any length. Although the discussion here is much more detailed than that 

found in the Meditation Gates, it is still not clear why the act of “returning” 

to contemplate one’s mind would lead to the apprehension of the provisional 

existence of dharmas. From the quotation above, one is tempted to conclude 

that Zhiyi is simply punning on the word “return,” making it mean both “return 

one’s attention to the mind” and “return to the world of provisional existence 

from emptiness.” However, as we have seen above, in an earlier section of 

the Six Sublime Dharma Gates, Zhiyi highlights the notion of “returning from 

emptiness to provisional existence” to distinguish the bodhisattva’s practice 

23
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he came to correlate the last three sublime gates with the three contemplations, 

in order to show that, in the case of the practitioners of the highest abilities, the 

 exercise would lead to a corresponding 

deepening of insight into the nature of bodhisattva practice. 

In any case, it may be said in the Six Sublime Dharma Gates, Zhiyi 

contrasts the bodhisattva practice with those of three other groups of people: 

and pratyekabuddhas). This structure is identical to that found in the Meditation 

Gates above. However, in the Six Sublime Dharma Gates, he develops a new 

way of explaining the relationship between bodhisattvas and the practitioners 

of the two vehicles, using the concepts of the “contemplation for entering 

emptiness from provisional existence” and “contemplation for entering 

provisional existence from emptiness” taken from the Yingluojing. Moreover, 

the former contemplation is said to result in the acquisition of the wisdom 

eye and omniscience, while the latter is said to result in the acquisition of the 

dharma eye and knowledge of the modes of the path. It may also be added that, 

in the Meditation Gates, Zhiyi emphasized the superiority of the bodhisattva 

over the practitioners of the two vehicles, giving as his reason the fact that 

are free from all dualistic attachments. However, in the Six Sublime Dharma 

Gates,

pratyekabuddhas and bodhisattva) identically attain insight into emptiness, 

bodhisattvas refuse to remain in emptiness but “return to the world” to work for 

the liberation of all beings. In other words, while Zhiyi stressed the point that 

bodhisattvas are beyond dualistic attachments in the Meditation Gates, in the 

Six Sublime Dharma Gates, he emphasizes the process whereby bodhisattvas 

conduct their bodhisattva practice. 

V. Systematization of the Three Contemplations Theory 
in the Shorter Calming and Contemplation

The various discussions concerning bodhisattva practice and its 

systematized in his Shorter Calming and Contemplation, a brief treatise on 

has argued 

that it was composed after Zhiyi left Jinling and took up residence on Mt. 

this work to this period.24 The Shorter Calming and Contemplation has been 

called a summary of the earlier Meditation Gates. Apparently Zhiyi felt the need 

for a practical guide to meditation to instruct his growing number of disciples, 

and ordered Jingbian  to compile a summary of the earlier text. Working 

from these notes, Zhiyi produced the Shorter Calming and Contemplation.25

Zhiyi’s explanation of the three contemplations is found in the final 

chapter, “Realizing the Fruits (of Buddhahood),” where it is used to describe the 

highest insight of Buddhism. After presenting a detailed outline of the method 

for practicing meditation in the main body of the treatise, Zhiyi argues here that 

there are three distinct levels of insight that can be attained through meditation. 

At the first level, the practitioner realizes the emptiness of all dharmas. This 

level of insight is achieved through the practice of the contemplation for 

entering emptiness from provisional existence. At this level of insight, which is 

also called “contemplation of the two truths” (erdiguan ), practitioners 

gain the wisdom eye and omniscience.

24

25    
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However, Zhiyi continues, if practitioners remain attached to this 

contemplation, they cannot get beyond a destructive nihilism and will fall 

on to the second level of insight, gained by undertaking the contemplation 

entering provisional existence from emptiness, through which they perceive 

the provisional existence of dharmas. This contemplation is also called 

“contemplation of equality” (pingdengguan ). Zhiyi explains,

(Dharmas) can be likened to mirages or things created through magic. 

be seen, heard, perceived and known, etc. They are distinct from one 

According to Zhiyi, the practitioner who attains this contemplation gains the 

dharma eye and acquires knowledge of the modes of the way.

However, Zhiyi further argues that both of these contemplations are 

“expedient gates of contemplation” (fangbian guanmen ) and not the 

correct contemplation (zhongguan ). The correct contemplation, he argues, 

is the “supreme contemplation of the middle way” (zhongdao diyiyiguan 

), which perceives both the emptiness and the provisional existence 

of dharmas without, however, being attached to either aspect. Zhiyi further 

states that, through this contemplation, the practitioner attains the buddha eye 

and knowledge of all modes. By actualizing this contemplation, the practitioner 

clearly perceives the buddha-nature, works to lead all beings to enlightenment 

and attains buddhahood. In other words, this is the insight of the buddhas, the 

acquisition which leads one to become a buddha.

In this way, Zhiyi appropriates the three contemplations and presents them 

as three successive stages in the deepening of a bodhisattva’s insight. Unlike 

the earlier texts, he makes no reference here to other types of practitioners 

(ordinary people, non-Buddhist ascetics, practitioners of the two vehicles). His 

primary concern is to describe the process whereby the bodhisattva deepens his 

or her insight and achieves the buddha’s wisdom. 

Be that as it may, we find here fully articulated for the first time, the 

conceptual framework within which the three truths are imbedded in the 

Great Calming and Contemplation. That is to say, here we see articulated the 

soteriological scheme in which the three contemplations are linked with their 

respective levels of insight (the “eyes”) and wisdom (the “knowledges”). From 

here it is only one short step to formulating the three truths as the objects (jing 

,  for each of the three contemplations.

VI. The Three Truths and the Three Contemplations in 
the Great Calming and Contemplation

The Tiantai doctrine of the three truths appears fully articulated in Zhiyi’s 

mature works from his fifties. These works include the Great Calming and 

Contemplation, based on a lecture given by Zhiyi in 593 (when he was 56 years 

old) and the Profound Meaning of the Lotus Flower of the Wonderful Dharma 

(Miaofa lianhuajing xuanyi , commonly called Fahua 

xuanyi 26 

Although the three truths appear throughout these two texts, perhaps the most 

systematic analysis is found in the section treating the notion of “calming and 

contemplation” found in the Great Calming and Contemplation. Here, Zhiyi 

argues that, by practicing the three contemplations, it is possible to remove three 

26   Incidentally, it may be mentioned that these two texts, along with the Phrases of the S tra 
of the Lotus Blossom of the Wonderful Dharma [Miaofa lianhua jing wenju 

Zhanran 
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types of delusions (delusions of intellectual views and emotive attachments, 

delusion that obscures multiplicity, and delusion of root ignorance) and attain 

the three “eyes” (wisdom eye, dharma eye and buddha eye) and “knowledges” 

(omniscience, knowledge of the modes of the way, and knowledge of all 

modes), and this, in turn, enables the practitioner to perceive the three truths. 

He says,

As for the three contemplations: if (the practitioner’s contemplation) 

for entering emptiness from provisional existence corresponds to 

the wisdom of emptiness, then he or she destroys the delusions of 

intellectual views and emotive attachments and achieves omniscience. 

The knowledge can then attain the substance, which is the substance 

of the absolute (truth, i. e., the truth of emptiness). If (the practitioner’s 

contemplation) for entering provisional existence from emptiness is able 

to distinguish various dharma-gates concerning medicine (for deluded 

beings) and illness (i. e., delusions that beings have), they destroy 

the (delusion of) nescience (wuzhi  i. e., delusion that obscures 

multiplicity) and achieves knowledge of the modes of the way. The 

knowledge can then attain the substance, which is the substance of the 

conventional (truth, i. e., the truth of provisional existence). If both of 

the two extremes are set aside, this is the expedient for entering the 

middle. The practitioner destroys the (delusion of root) ignorance and 

achieves the knowledge of all modes. The knowledge can then attain the 

substance, which is the substance of the middle way. (T 46, 25c- 26a)

In this way, in the Great Calming and Contemplation, the three truths are 

found imbedded in the soteriological scheme consisting of a series of triads: 

the three truths, three contemplations, three knowledges and three delusions. 

The explanation here is quite similar with that of the Shorter Calming and 

Contemplation above, with the exception that the three contemplations are 

appropriated the notion of the three truths into the series of doctrinal triads 

employed in the Shorter Calming and Contemplation to characterize the highest 

attainment of the bodhisattvas. 

VII. Conclusion

As a way of concluding this paper, let me recapitulate the argument I have 

presented in the pages above. In brief, I suggested that Zhiyi’s three truths 

theory grew out of his life-long interest in the proper method of undertaking 

bodhisattva practice. This focus on the bodhisattva practice already forms 

a central theme in one of his early works, the Meditation Gates. In this 

treatise, Zhiyi develops an analysis of the bodhisattva practice in which the 

bodhisattva is contrasted, on the one hand, to ordinary beings and non-Buddhist 

practitioners characterized by their attachment to worldly achievements in the 

realm of birth-and-death and, on the other hand, to practitioners of the two 

them, bodhisattvas, thanks to their insight into the true mark of dharmas (i. e. 

emptiness), are free from attachment to both the extremes of birth-and-death 

beings.

In the Six Sublime Dharma Gates, Zhiyi expands on this understanding of 

bodhisattva practice using the notions of “contemplation for entering emptiness 

from provisional existence” and “contemplation for entering provisional 

existence from emptiness,” the first two of the three contemplations of the 

Yingluojing. In other words, he argues that, although the practitioners of all the 

three vehicles gain insight into emptiness by practicing the contemplation for 
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entering emptiness from provisional existence, only bodhisattvas who advance 

onward to practice the contemplation for entering provisional existence from 

emptiness are able to sport freely in this world to work for the welfare of 

all beings. As in the Meditation Gates, Zhiyi contends that bodhisattvas are 

characterized by their freedom from attachment to the dualistic extremes of 

notions of “entering emptiness from provisional existence” and “entering 

provisional existence from emptiness.” Zhiyi further contends that former 

contemplation results in the attainment of the wisdom eye and omniscience, 

while the latter contemplation is accompanied by the attainment of the dharma 

eye and knowledge of the modes of the path.

in Zhiyi’s well-known Shorter Calming and Contemplation. In this treatise, 

Zhiyi correlates the contemplation for entering emptiness from provisional 

existence with the wisdom eye and omniscience, .the contemplation entering 

provisional existence from emptiness with the dharma eye and knowledge of 

the modes of the way, and the supreme contemplation of the middle way with 

the buddha eye and knowledge of all modes. Finally, the development of Zhiyi’s 

thought comes to maturity in the Great Calming and Contemplation, where the 

three contemplations, three eyes and three wisdoms are correlated to the three 

truths, respectively. To conclude, it may be said that Zhiyi’s theory of the three 

the three contemplations.
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Abstract
The following analyzes the linguistic strategy and rhetorical function 

of contradiction and ambiguity in Chinese Buddhist texts. These are 

compositional patterns designed to enhance and promote the soteriological 

intention of Mahayana Buddhism, which essentially aims at our detachment 

from falseness. Mahayana “emptiness” ( ) implies that attachments 

are not only obscured but also produced by conventional linguistic habits. 

Consequently, the verbal realization of this insight must – as the Chinese 

Buddhist thinker Seng Zhao (384-414) states – defy the conventions of 

a univocal form of articulation. The implicit ambiguity of Buddhist texts 

means they should not be understood as a manifestation of apodictic 

statements, for it rather functions in a practical way to undermine the 

reader’s potential to become attached. Chinese Mahayana traditions, then, 

consider linguistic expression in an ambivalent way: on the one hand as 

a source of unwholesome attachments, on the other as a precondition for 

detachment.

This paper discusses two major issues regarding ambiguity as a 

compositional feature of Chinese Madhyamaka, Tiantai, and Huayan texts. 

First, the compositional ambiguity not only corresponds to but enhances the 

soteriological intention implied by the meanings of liberation and emptiness. 

Second, it often can be seen to arise from the classical Chinese language 

itself – more precisely from the indeterminacy of Chinese characters’ word 

class and their resultant semantic ambiguity. Here I will discuss three 

While Seng Zhao’s and Zhiyi’s texts deal with the relationship between the 

two truths – the conventional and ultimate truth – the passage from the text 

ascribed to Dushun expounds the relationship between distinctive form and 

emptiness.

Keywords: contradiction, ambiguity, falseness, truth, Seng Zhao, Tiantai, 

Huayan
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Introduction

      Western studies dealing with Buddhist philosophy often relate the 

preference for contradictory language in Mahayana scriptures to the limits of 

endorses a certain type of contradiction which could be characterized as a 

“contradiction at the limits of thought” and which would also conform to 

dialetheism.1 “Dialetheism” is a neologism which is based on Greek roots 

combining the meaning of “two” and “truth,” one invented by the Logician 

Graham Priest in the 80s. Viewed from the dialetheist standpoint, certain 

contradictions occurring in various philosophical contexts are not marks of 

irrationality but consequences of rationality itself; they represent coherent and 

intelligible views. In other words there are “true contradictions” that are meant 

to be taken literally, accepted as being unambiguous; however, this does not 

apply to other types of contradictions indicating inconsistency and defying 

rationality. True contradictions can be found in Western as well as Mahayana 

Buddhist thinking; though set within different contexts they are analogous.  

the West, disclosing a new insight into ontology and into “our cognitive access 

to the world.”2

1    Buddhist Philosophy and Cross-Cultural Interpretation;
   New York: Oxford University Press 2002; pp. 86-109. Also, Yasuo Deguchi, Jay L.

The Way of the Dialetheist: Contradictions in Buddhism;
   in: “Philosophy East and West” Vol. 58 No 3, ed. R. Ames, University of Hawai’i Press
   pp. 395-402, (2008). G. Priest, ‘The Truth(s) about the Two Truths’, (with T.Tilemans 
    and M. Siderits) to appear in the Cowherds (eds.), Moonshadows, Oxford University Press
   (2010). G. Priest, Beyond the Limits of Thought, Cambridge University Press, (1995); 2nd
    edition, Oxford University Press, (2002).
2

contradiction” involving the connection between ontological and semantic 

truths (satya

satya and  could mean “reality” as well as “truth,” and that we 

endorse contradictions in terms of the conventional truth, but rather regards 

them as indicating inconsistencies on this level, defying rationality. However, in 

the realm of ultimate truth there are true contradictions or “limit contradictions” 

which are not inconsistent and conform to rationality. On this level the most 

important limit contradiction is closely bound up with the teaching of 

view of ultimate reality, a view expressing ultimate truth. 

Insight into emptiness, then, unfolds the contradictory structure of 

ultimate truth. On the one hand everything is empty; therefore there is no 

ultimate reality and no ultimate truth.3 On the other hand, DGP claim that the 

 is full of ultimate truths; it makes positive statements 

about the nature of ultimate reality, because emptiness which ultimately 

denies the nature of ultimate reality must (ultimately) refer back to the nature 

of ultimate reality. “That there is no ultimate reality is itself a truth about 

contradiction.”4 Perhaps the “ultimate” contradiction, it also means that “the 

ultimate truth is that there is no ultimate truth.”5 This contradictory structure of 

3  “There is no such thing as the ultimate nature of reality. That is what it is for all
     phenomena to be empty.” (DGP 2008: 395-402).
4   (DGP 2008: 395-402).
5   (DGP 2008: 395-402).



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 Contradiction and Ambiguity in Chinese Buddhist Philosophy362 363

ultimate truth is then based on an insight into emptiness which also implies that 

ultimate truth is conventional truth. Garfield specifies this contradiction as a 

paradox of expressibility, as it succeeds in expressing the inexpressible. 

emptiness, Garfield quotes a famous phrase from the 

: “Something that is not dependently arisen, such a thing does not 

exist. Therefore a non-empty thing does not exist.”6 In speaking of this non-

of ultimate truth, one which he expresses in the central verse (MMK XXIV: 

18): “Whatever is dependently co-arisen, that is explained to be emptiness. 

That, being a dependent designation, is itself the middle way.”  In order to 

demonstrate that the contradictory structure is undeniable and necessarily points 

to the ultimate truth, Garfield confutes that reading which tries to interpret 

level of the conventional or by understanding them as mere speech acts. 

Moreover, the contradictory structure of ultimate truth seems to point 

back to the contradictory nature of ultimate reality, since the emptiness that 

ultimately nullifies an intrinsic nature of “things dependently co-arising” 

becomes itself the ultimate nature of these things. In this sense the contradictory 

structure seems to have an ontological implication: any being’s nature is an 

emptiness that denies the possibility of (or sense in) having a nature. DGP say: 

“To be is to be empty. That is what it is to be. It is no accidental property; it is 

6   

which is not based on conditioned co-arising. Therefore, there is no non-empty
thing.” This only means that all things are ultimately empty, unreal, not really
or intrinsically existent, or that they only conventionally exist as such things in a
certain context of conditioned co-arising. See the Zhong Lun, T30, no. 1564, p. 18,
c8.

something’s nature – though, being empty, it has no nature.”8 The ontological 

implication of ultimate truth based on the meaning of emptiness is the 

“contradictory nature of ultimate reality.” 

contradictory structure of emptiness and ultimate truth is compatible with the 

prevailing viewpoints in the Tibetan Madhyamaka tradition. Their observation 

with standpoints generally shared in the Chinese tradition shaped by thinkers 

such as Seng Zhao, Zhiyi, Zhanran, Jizang, Dushun, Fazang, and Chengguan 

– the protagonists of the Chinese Tiantai, Sanlun, and Huayan schools. The 

Zhong Lun  

in Chinese Tiantai, Sanlun and Huayan Buddhism. However, based on the 

Chinese understanding of “emptiness” and “the ultimate” in the Zhong Lun, it 

would be impossible to sustain DGP’s thesis about the “contradictory nature 

of reality” and their claim regarding the ontological implications of this limit 

contradiction. 

The Chinese Buddhist texts dealing with emptiness and the two truths 

may involve ontological speculations about semantic issues, but only within 

a context subject to and limited by the soteriological goal of detachment and 

nature might have been considered inconsistent with this soteriological goal, 

that is, with the soteriological connotations of detachment as emptiness.9 

Salvation in Buddhism means liberation from suffering and the origin or roots 

8   (DGP 2008: 395-402).
9  I would not agree with DGP’s statement in The Way of Dialetheist that the soteriological 

meaning just refers to a psychological condition, as liberation and detachment does 
not only concern a single practitioner; it rather affects the entire existential habitat of this 
practitioner in the same way that it affects himself.
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of it; these roots are attachments; there are different levels of attachments: 

secondary attachments such as desire, passions, preferences, aversions, 

etc. However, the primary or fundamental ones are those which are called 

“inversions” ( )10

of our linguistic expressions as real things. Such inversions are unwholesome 

as long as they are not identified as inversions or unreal constructions. The 

eradication of the roots of suffering or “wholesome path” means becoming 

radically aware of these inversions and their illusoriness at the very moment 

they emerge.

 However, the tricky point here is that this awareness cannot be really 

referred to by means of linguistic expression, though it must be evoked through 

linguistic expression. The discourse about “emptiness” reveals the built-in 

contradictoriness of this form of expression and realizes its inevitable falseness. 

Consequently, these Chinese Buddhists do not talk about emptiness in terms 

of the true nature of reality or as meaning “non-being” or “nothingness”; they 

only talk about the expression (of) “emptiness” in order to induce an awareness 

of falseness on the linguistic level. The Chinese Buddhists believe that, once 

this inexpressible awareness penetrates our linguistic habits, it may have a 

soteriological (wholesome) effect – once our primary attachments, once the 

nature of these attachments is revealed to us we need no longer suffer. This 

is the “radical” way of salvation since its goal is liberation from the roots 

(radix means “root”) of suffering. The soteriological goal of detachment and 

liberation, according to many Chinese thinkers’ understanding of ultimate truth, 

could be called the “wisdom of emptiness” and is a particular focus of Seng 

10  The Chinese diandao ) seems to be the equivalent of the Sanskrit vipary2sa, which
 also means “to turn upside down” and “perversion.” The Zhong Lun explains: “Inversion
 ( ) means to grasp permanence where is impermanence.” T30, no. 1564, p. 31, c10-
11” 

Zhao’s “ ” . The wisdom 

of emptiness or  as non-knowledge thus specifies the soteriological 

functioning of ultimate truth.

of “conventional truth” in detail; instead they take for granted its implications of 

concealing, illusion and unreality and focus on an exposition of its relationship 

with the ultimate truth. The context in which either one of the two truths is 

discussed always embraces their mutuality, their inter-relationship, and the 

linguistic tool utilized in these discussions is often a “contradictory language”. 

However, this contradictory language may not really represent contradictions, 

for it often indicates the ambivalent position towards linguistic expression 

which Chinese Buddhist authors deliberately maintain in order to fully develop 

the soteriological connotations of emptiness. Insight into the contradictory 

structure of the expression “emptiness” reveals not the ontological nature of 

ultimate reality but the soteriological bipolarity or ambiguity of falseness that 

is intimately bound up with linguistic expression. For language as a source 

of falseness always implies the potential of both the wholesome and the 

in the direction of unwholesome attachments to the unreal entailing suffering; 

conversely, the awareness that falseness is always present in suffering points to 

the instructive or wholesome side of falseness. 

The contradictory structure of emptiness is thus expected to induce both 

insight into the inescapable quality of a falseness that is rooted in linguistic 

expression and the awareness that this falseness is potentially bipolar. Based 

on this insight, Chinese Buddhist authors utilize linguistic expression in 

an ambivalent way. On the one hand, linguistic expression is a source of 

unwholesome attachments to falseness and illusoriness, attachments that 
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imply a lack of awareness of this falseness since it is being regarded as real; 

on the other hand, linguistic expression is a pedagogic means of initiating 

the proper conditions for a wholesome detachment from this illusoriness, 

where detachment implies an awareness of illusoriness, a seeing that illusions 

are really illusions. The point is then that Chinese Buddhist authors indicated 

their ambivalent position towards language by means of just such an ambiguity. 

In other words, Chinese Buddhist texts expounding both the relevance of 

emptiness and the soteriological meaning of ultimate truth utilize ambiguity 

in order to hint at the bipolarity of the falseness emerging with each act of 

linguistic expression. Ambiguity is a compositional and rhetorical strategy and 

as such serves as a hermeneutic key, one which the text itself provides to make 

possible access to its soteriological function on the Buddhist path of detachment 

and liberation. Consequently, the rhetorical strategy of ambiguity in these texts 

is also a strategy for revealing the wisdom of the ultimate. 

The argument of this paper is then not simply that the expression 

“emptiness” is devoid of contradictory features while Madhyamaka texts are 

full of ambiguity. It is rather that the rhetorical strategy of these contradictions 

and ambiguities has a soteriological function, one closely tied to the awareness 

of emptiness and the bipolarity of falseness, for the ambiguity of the rhetoric 

itself reveals the soteriological goal of liberation and detachment. To show 

the two truths shared very generally by the thinkers in this Chinese tradition, 

which means specifying the type of contradiction that Chinese discussions 

about emptiness and the two truths reveal or “unfold”—for it is through such 

unfolding that they bring about an awareness of the basic falseness in all 

linguistic expression. Secondly it will be necessary to demonstrate the extent 

to which such awareness really functions as an ambiguous rhetoric which 

itself utilizes the linguistic peculiarities of the Chinese language; this strategy 

selected from texts attributed to Seng Zhao, Zhiyi, Dushun and Chengguan. 

Contradiction and the Awareness of Falseness

The 24th chapter of the Zhong Lun points out that the teaching of the 

“fourfold truth” – the epitome of the soteriological meaning of the Buddha-

dharma – must be based on the correct understanding of emptiness.11 Otherwise, 

liberation from suffering by means of cultivation and transformation would 

parts of our existence, and this transformation is possible because no part 

of our existence abides independently and unchangeably in itself: thus (the) 

interdependence of all of its parts. 

The Zhong Lun argues that impermanence and interdependence refer back 

to emptiness; hence, the Buddhist path of transformation expressed by the 

fourfold truth must be based on this understanding of emptiness. Impermanence 

or unceasing change in our existence implies that there is nothing in our 

existential habitat which sustains a sense of stasis or abidingness to which 

we could point. The interdependence of all parts of our existence similarly 

absence of a core self-sustaining reality in our existential habitat or world is 

called emptiness, and such an absence means the absence of marks which may 

indicate real things. Conversely, any part of our world to which we may point 

by means of linguistic expressions must involve falseness. Falseness originates 

changing and devoid of abiding characteristics. Hence, this linguistic reference 

11  See the Zhong Lun, T30, no. 1564, p. 32, b13-21.
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leads to inversions by inverting the non-abidingness of our existential habitat, 

turning it into a false abidingness.12  

we presume that existing things conform to linguistic expression(s), we are 

unaware of these inversions on the level of linguistic convention. Yet we must 

make this presumption, since the way we think about and refer to our everyday 

world is shaped by linguistic expression. Seng Zhao says: “Searching for things 

by means of names, shows that things lack a reality conforming to names. 

Searching for names based on things, shows that names lack a function to 

grasp things. Things lack reality which would enable them to be in conformity 

with names; hence, they are not even things. Names lack the function which 

would enable them to grasp [real] things; hence, they are not even names. 

Therefore, names are not in conformity with real things; and real things are not 

in conformity with names.”13Following this argument, there is hardly much 

space left for a discourse expanding on the nature of ultimate reality. Chinese 

Mahayana Buddhists generally claim that linguistic reference, by implying 

the existence of a world of namable things, just generates attachments to the 

unreal. On the level of our conventional existence, by creating these inversions 

linguistic reference must constantly conceal the fact that they are nothing but 

inversions. When we perform or utter a certain act of linguistic reference, 

we cannot be aware of this inversion in the very moment we perform it. This 

inversion even evades us in the very moment we attempt to point to it, because 

when we affirm the falseness implicit in any linguistic expression we do so 

by means of a linguistic expression which again involves falseness. This 

12  The Zhong Lun states: “Inversion means clinging to permanence in the impermanent
     realm.” T30, no. 1564, p. 31, c10-11.
13  See Seng Zhao, Zhao Lun – Buzhenkong Lun;

(T45, no. 1858, p. 152, c20-23). 

means that inversions linguistically referred to are not really inversions due 

to the falseness that is inseparable from linguistic reference. The Zhong Lun 

elaborating on the “four inversions” hints at this paradox when it concludes that 

inversions are not inversions.14 No act of linguistic reference to our existential 

world can escape this blind spot, one which seems to be a fundamental aspect 

of our existence. 

All this becomes particularly obvious if we investigate the meaning of 

the expression “emptiness.” This expression is self-referential and involves 

falseness; thus, it may awaken our awareness concerning the inevitability of 

inversions. Such awareness prevents us from falling prey to attachments that 

entail unwholesome consequences for our existence. The expression “emptiness” 

thus does not signify a univocal meaning; instead, it performs the function 

of a linguistic device by means of which an awareness of falseness may be 

induced on the level of linguistic expression. This operation is a “contradiction 

in performance” for it causes a linguistic expression to reveal directly a (its) 

falseness which otherwise would be concealed through linguistic reference. The 

following is a brief exposition of the inevitable and immediate “contradiction in 

performance” of the expression “emptiness.”

Emptiness, like anything else, is inseparable from a falseness rooted in 

linguistic expression, yet emptiness is a special case inasmuch as it extends to 

itself as “emptiness of emptiness,” revealing its falseness. The Zhong Lun says: 

“If there is a non-empty dharma, then there is a dharma of emptiness too. But 

in fact, no dharma is non-empty; then how is it possible that there is a dharma 

of emptiness? The Great Sages pronounced the dharma of emptiness, in order 

to depart from delusive views. However, if there is again the view of emptiness, 

14

(T30, no. 1564, p. 31, c29-p. 32, a3)
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all the Buddhas’ efforts of transformation would prove to be inefficient.”15 

Something distinctively qualified or characterized as emptiness contradicts 

the true sense of emptiness, as emptiness implies the lack or voidness of 

characteristics. Even if we consider a non-characteristic as a characteristic of 

emptiness, it would not be empty (emptiness). When we linguistically point 

to emptiness and, thereby, cannot but presume that it has some characteristic, 

we must contradict its meaning, which could be called as “contradiction in 

performance.” The Zhong Lun therefore says that emptiness is inexpressible. 

The Zhong Lun

false designation (jiaming ), which is like any other expression ultimately 

false. If instead we called it non-emptiness, this provisional designation would 

also be ultimately false, its meaning just as inexpressible. The Zhong Lun 

says: “Emptiness is inexpressible, non-emptiness is inexpressible too; both 

the combination of the two and the position beyond their combination are also 

inexpressible, it is only expressed by means of provisional designations.”16 

Since the true sense of “emptiness” defies verbalization, the only way to 

indicate it is to provisionally utilize designations within a limited context and 

thus make obvious their ultimate falseness. If we use the expression “emptiness” 

in a certain limited context, then we must modify it into “non-emptiness” at 

the next “level” in order to indicate that none of these terms is ultimately true 

or can be correctly used. However, only the expression “emptiness” and its 

contradiction can lead us to the insight that all linguistic expression consists of 

provisional designations which must ultimately imply falseness. The Chinese 

jiaming

15　See the Zhong Lun 

16　See the Zhong Lun,
(T30, no. 1564, p. 30, b22-23). 

, which means “dependent designation.” However, the Chinese 

jiaming ) is ambiguous, as it combines the meanings of borrowing, 

dependent, provisional, and also false, or untrue; a provisional designation is 

false since there is no real thing ultimately conforming to it. In particular, the 

Chinese Tiantai and Sanlun thinkers utilized this fruitful ambiguity of (the) 

jiaming. 

Again, the difference between the expression “emptiness” and other 

provisional designations is that emptiness directly reveals its falseness via 

contradiction in performance, whereas linguistic expression in the context of 

conventional existence conceals its falseness. In order to expose linguistic 

expressions as provisional designations and to indicate their falseness, it is 

necessary to hint at the meaning of emptiness linguistically, though it ultimately 

involves falseness. However, compared to that falseness, which is concealed 

and thus entails unwholesome attachments, this falseness is not harmful but 

wholesome, since it reveals itself and awakes our awareness of the falseness 

in linguistic expression. The difference between the conventional and the 

ultimate truth could be characterized as that between falseness concealed and 

falseness revealed. In this sense, the two truths do not represent a metaphysical 

or ontological implication; the difference between conventional and ultimate 

truths implies an epistemological difference.

The awareness of falseness on the linguistic level that is brought about 

through linguistic expression requires the differentiation between the two truths 

on the one hand and the suspension of their difference on the other side to avoid 

the ultimate. The Zhong Lun says: “All the Buddhas pronounced the dharma 

to sentient beings based on the two truths. First, by means of the conventional 

truth, second the ultimate truth. If one does not understand how to differentiate 

between the two truths, one does not understand the real meaning of the deep 
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Buddha-dharma.”  In other words, “Without relying on the conventional truth, 

we cannot achieve the ultimate truth. Without achieving the ultimate truth, we 

cannot achieve nirvana.”18 

The two truths therefore unfold the soteriological relevance of the 

expression “emptiness” as a linguistic device by means of which awareness 

of falseness on the linguistic level can be fully realized. The Chinese Sanlun 

master Jizang (549–623) also explains that the conventional and the ultimate 

are provisional designations mutually depending and thus pointing to falseness 

rather than to the true principle.19

attitude toward linguistic expression. Seng Zhao expresses this ambivalence 

in this way: “Talking about the ultimate defies the conventional; following 

the conventional violates the ultimate.”20 The wholesome mode of linguistic 

expression which corresponds to the ultimate and realizes falseness must defy 

the univocal mode of linguistic expression on the conventional level, which in 

turn entails the unwholesome and violates the ultimate inasmuch as it conceals 

falseness. Consequently, ambiguity becomes an obvious mark of the language 

of Seng Zhao, and of many other Buddhist thinkers, which expands on the 

Buddhist meaning of the ultimate. If we do not hint at emptiness or the ultimate, 

then we do not realize that inversions are just inversions and, consequently, we 

cannot disclose the Buddhist path of transformation. Yet the only ways we can 

hint at emptiness are through linguistic expression or silence, and neither of 

these conforms to the inexpressibility of its true sense. As silence would only 

See the Zhong Lun, ( T30, no. 1564, p. 32, c16-19).  
18  See the Zhong Lun
19   See Jizang’s Dasheng Xuanlun , (Profound Treatise on the Great Vehicle

T45,

20  See the Zhao Lun – Wubuqian Lun, (T45,
     no. 1858, p. 151, a15-16). 

not be essentially different from linguistic expression.21 This also demonstrates 

that we cannot but linguistically disclose our existential habitat, and 

consequently our relationship to it must inescapably involve falseness. Without 

this experience of contradiction on the linguistic level, we would not be able 

to realize the inevitable falseness of our relationship to our world. This is the 

soteriological relevance of the contradiction in expressions like “emptiness” 

and “ultimate truth” which disclose or announce their own falseness.  

The Chinese “zhendi,” “shengyidi,” or “diyiyidi” correspond to the 

Sanskrit “ ” and literarily means “examination of truth,” 

which reveals the epistemological understanding of this term. Hence, these 

terms do not refer to “ultimate reality” or “nature of reality” in a metaphysical 

sense. Insights based on this sense of the ultimate imply that in terms of 

our existence, reality and illusoriness are indivisible and inseparable; hence 

the ultimate seems to now be interpreted as the highest skill in realizing or 

achieving an adjustable wisdom, one which would avoid the commitment 

to any ultimate assertion about reality. Various Chinese thinkers of different 

periods agree with this insight; Seng Zhao quoting a Sutra, for example, says: 

magically conjured, and this does not mean that the magically conjured person 

is not there; it only means that this person who is magically conjured is not 

a real person.”22 It is all about dealing with falseness or illusion, or perhaps 

virtuality in a soteriological and epistemological sense, but not with reality 

21  This at least is the viewpoint of Zhiyi, who says that silence equals articulation. 
22　See the Zhao Lun – Buzhenkong Lun,

( T45, no. 1858, p. 152, c19-20).
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in a metaphysical meaning. Seng Zhao’s illustrating quotation explains the 

ambiguous title of his treatise “Buzhen Kong” ( ), which means both 

of the unreal,” denies the existence of real things to which we could point by 

means of linguistic expressions, whereas the second implies that this applies 

also to the expression “emptiness” itself, denying both nothingness and any real 

thing corresponding to this expression. “Emptiness of the unreal” and “unreal 

emptiness” must therefore imply each other. The ambiguous Chinese term 

“buzhen kong” expresses this mutual implication best.

The Huayan master Chengguan goes one step further and explains that 

Seng Zhao’s “unreal emptiness” just means “real emptiness,” itself inseparable 

from “illusory existence.” He says: “Illusory existence is existence without the 

the characteristic of emptiness. Because this emptiness lacks the characteristic 

of the unreal]. Because this existence lacks the characteristic of existence, 

it is called unreal [=illusory] existence.”23

emptiness is inseparable from illusory existence refers back to the Heart Sutra, 

as well as to a verse in the Zhong Lun that states: “Based on the [true] sense of 

emptiness, all dharmas [rooted in conditioned co-arising] can be completely 

unfolded.”24 Thus the Chinese Huayan school tends to interpret emptiness in 

this verse as a kind of transcendental condition that makes illusory existence 

23    See Chengguan’s commentary on the Huayan Sutra (80 fascicles)

. Chengguan’s viewpoint does not differ from that of Fazang,
 who utilizes the same terminology and arguments; however, the way Chengguan unfolds 
 this argument is more concise.   

24  See the Zhong Lun (T30, no. 1564, p. 33, 
     a22).

on the conventional level possible. For example, our common experience that, 

according to changing circumstances, one could be either a father, or a son, or 

a teacher, or a student, or a husband, or a brother is only possible due to one’s 

essential or “real emptiness” (i.e. one is ultimately none of these). However, the 

manifestation of this emptiness is then again inseparable from such illusoriness 

on the conventional level. On this interpretation, emptiness appears to be a 

kind of transcendental ground for alternation or change on the illusory level of 

conventional existence, whereas this illusory level seems to be a kind of inverse 

mode manifesting emptiness. 

Similarly, one can only follow the Buddhist path of transformation, 

requiring as it does constant adjustment to changing circumstances and 

conditions, if one becomes empty. Again, emptiness implies that truth and 

illusoriness are inseparable, yet they must be constantly distinguished according 

to the two truths. Chinese thinkers tried to illustrate this with the example of a 

period of sleep during which everything we perceive consists of unreal dreams, 

even though the fact of dreaming is real. Awareness evoked through insight into 

an emptiness that is inseparable or virtually indistinguishable from inversion 

and falseness is like being aware (on a meta-level) that we are dreaming while 

we dream. Even the ultimate achievement of the Buddhist path is closely bound 

up with illusoriness, as is clearly stated by the Tiantai master Zhiyi: “Once the 

practitioner performing the practice of tranquility and bliss falls asleep and 

of aspiration until he becomes the Buddha sitting under the Bodhi-tree, turning 

the dharma-wheel, in order to save sentient beings and cause them to enter 

one single instant of dreaming.”25 What we perceive in our dreams is after all 

25   See Zhiyi’s Mohe zhiguan (The Great Calming and Contemplation); T 46, no. 1912, p.
    54c19-22.
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unreal, though the fact of our dreaming is undeniably real; however, when we 

take our awareness of this (of the fact that we were dreaming) as an epistemic-

propositional reference to our existence we still do not get beyond the sphere of 

unreality. The contradiction of performance that emerges in the self-reference 

of emptiness thus evokes the awareness of this inseparability of illusoriness 

and truth, and this also implies the inseparability of the expressible and 

inexpressible.  

The soteriological relevance of this contradiction and that inseparability 

consists in disclosing the positive value of falseness as an expedient means. On 

the level of linguistic expression, this contradiction enables us to be aware of 

the inevitable falseness of linguistic expression, the inescapable involvement 

of our existence in illusoriness and, furthermore, its fundamental ambiguity. 

Such awareness is the “value-experience” that falseness may be positive, as 

long as it is not mistaken as a reality but understood as inverse instructiveness. 

The Lotus Sutra so highly esteemed by the Chinese Tiantai and Sanlun schools 

already contains such an evaluation of positive falseness. Its simile of the 

magically conjured city as well as all the other similes, including that of the 

three carriages, suggests that the transmission and teaching of the dharma must 

involve falseness. In the Sutra of the Immeasurable Meanings the Buddha 

pronounces that his apparition does not really embody the true Buddha, since 

sentient beings to salvation.”26 Other Mahayana sutras also manifest similar 

tendencies, for instance the , which states that delusions 

are wisdom. 

In particular, the Chinese Tiantai school elaborates on the soteriological 

26　See the Wuliang Jing (T09,
Mohe zhiguan

relevance of falseness and establishes its own view of inverse instructiveness as 

found in statements such as “suffering is bliss,” “evil is good,” or “ignorance is 

dharma-nature.” The crucial Tiantai doctrine of the “threefold contemplation,” 

based on the concept of the two truths and the middle way, expresses 

most directly the ambiguity of falseness. The first mode of this threefold 

contemplation focuses on emptiness and sees (realizes) the inevitable falseness 

involved in the relationship between ourselves and our existential habitat. It 

cong jia ru kong 

). Since this one-sided nullifying of all linguistic expressions even obstructs 

the explication of the Buddha-dharma, the second mode sees or detects 

the soteriological relevance and instructiveness of a falseness completely 

transparent; this is called “entering the false provisional from emptiness” (cong 

kong ru jia ). This mode of contemplation is associated with the 

Bodhisattva-vehicle. Though it is the same falseness contemplated in the two 

modes, falseness concealed is considered unwholesome, whereas falseness 

revealed is of soteriological value, as it could be utilized in a wholesome way. 

Yet this ultimately soteriological strategy in certain ways depends 

on, or functions as an ambiguity characteristic of the Chinese language and 

in effect “exploited” by Mahayana texts. In this sense it is both a textual-

linguistic strategy which “uses” the ambiguities readily at hand and a meta-

linguistic strategy which reveals or unfolds the limits of language and textuality. 

Therefore in the following sections this strategy that works via textual-linguistic 

ambiguity will be analyzed through a discussion of examples of such ambiguity 

in texts attributed to Seng Zhao, Zhiyi and Dushun. 
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Ontological Indeterminacy and Ambiguity in 
the Zhao Lun

Seng Zhao can hardly be ignored. P. Swanson’s study is the first of Western 

academic works which explicitly hints at this peculiar feature of the Zhao Lun. 

However, Swanson seems to regard the ambiguity in Seng Zhao’s appropriation 

of the two truths as a lack of clarity which has caused confusion in later Chinese 

Buddhist debates expanding on this subject. In his treatise Buzhen Kong, Seng 

Zhao resorts to the Daoist antonyms “you” and “wu” to discuss the relationship 

between the two truths. Swanson points to the ambiguous character of these 

Daoist terms in the Zhao Lun, and translates them as “existence and non-

being” on the one hand, “being and non-existence” on the other hand. He also 

states that Zhiyi’s conception of the threefold truth in Tiantai Buddhism tries to 

clarify such vagueness by means of replacing these antonyms with the Chinese 

Buddhist terms “jia and kong,” which he translates as “conventional existence 

and emptiness” and which also correlate with the meaning of the two truths in 

Zhiyi’s Tiantai teaching.28  

Swanson accurately describes the ambiguity in Seng Zhao’s appropriation 

of the two truths. However, his conclusion that Seng Zhao’s ambiguous 

interpretation of the “you-wu” antonyms represents a vague and immature 

been replaced by the Tiantai concept of the threefold truth, is questionable. 

Many influential Buddhist thinkers, including Zhiyi, Jizang, Fazang and 

  This section will be also published in the article Textual Pragmatics in Early Chinese 
    Madhyamaka Texts, forthcoming in  vol. 68 No 3, (2015).
28　The subsequent discussion refers to the Chinese “jia” hrough the previous term

Chengguan, adopt and develop Seng Zhao’s interpretation of this polarity, 

emphasizing its necessarily ambiguous character. It therefore seems that Seng 

Zhao’s interpretation has contributed to a more differentiated understanding of 

emptiness and the two truths in the Chinese traditions of the Tiantai, Sanlun and 

Huayan schools.

The ambiguous title Buzhen Kong – “emptiness of the unreal” but also 

“unreal emptiness” – as well as the entire exposition of Seng Zhao’s treatise 

suggest that the sage or enlightened person dwells in an existential habitat that 

is illusory, just like that of any other sentient being. Since the enlightened one 

is constantly aware of this, he is not affected by it. Instead he is highly skilled 

in utilizing this illusoriness to respond to and transform other deluded beings 

striving for Buddhist salvation. For all sentient beings including the Buddha, the 

illusoriness of their world consists in a multitude of distinct yet impermanent 

forms arising and perishing. Both birth – the image of arising or the beginning 

of our existence – and death – the image of perishing or the cessation of 

our existence, are illusions; in virtue of these illusions we must experience 

our existence as impermanent and thus as sorrowful, though the discontinuity 

of our existence would also be an illusory viewpoint defying the insight into 

emptiness. The impermanence of all things in sentient beings’ worlds does 

not imply the discontinuity of their existence,29 for these things do not really 

exist as “things”: they are rather illusory apparitions unceasingly changing 

into other illusions.30 On the one hand, there is the impermanence of unreal 

apparitions which we cannot escape; on the other hand, there is the continuity 

of our existence devoid of any mark of beginning and ceasing but consisting of 

29 Zhong Lun, which explains that “neither
 arising nor perishing, neither permanence nor discontinuity” is a necessary feature of
 things based on conditioned co-arising; T30, no. 1564, p. 1, b1

30  Look at the Chinese Buddhist expression of “huanhua”  which refers to the level of
 conventional existence and which is a compound of the characters for illusion and change.
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31 The enlightened one, realizing this, 

continually adjusts himself and responds to this unceasing change of unreal 

apparitions. Seng Zhao says: “The sage utilizes all kinds of change without 

changing; he undergoes uncountable delusions and constantly passes through 

unaffected.”32 Again, while the impermanence and illusoriness of our existence 

cannot be denied, neither can its (apparent) continuity. 

As the Buddhist path to liberation or salvation involves a process of 

cultivation and transformation, Chinese Buddhist thinkers often stress the 

soteriological implications of this polarity of impermanence and continuity: 

“in spite of emptiness there is no discontinuity; in spite of continuity there is 

no permanence; neither harmful nor blissful acting disappears completely.”33 

In Chinese Buddhism there is also a tendency to explain the complementary 

relationship between the two truths by means of this polarity. For example, 

Jizang points out that “based on the conventional we realize continuity; based 

on the ultimate we realize impermanence.”34 Insight into the continuity of our 

existence appeals to the conventional, which involves unreal constructions and 

the insight into the impermanent and illusory side of our existence based on 

realizing the emptiness of the ultimate. This complementary view also applies 

31  The “eight negations” corresponding to the emptiness of everything based on dependent 

 perishing, neither permanence nor discontinuity, neither unity nor separation, neither
 coming nor leaving;” T 30, p. 30, a1.

32  See the Zhao Lun ( T45, no.
 1858, p. 153, a1-2). 

33  This is a quotation from the Dazhidu Lun
 translation of the  and is frequently quoted by Zhiyi, Jizang, 
  Fazang, Chengguan and other masters (T 25, no. 1509, p. 64, c9-10).

34   See Jizang’s Sanlun xuanyi (The Profound Meaning of the Three Treatises)
T45, no. 1852, p. 11, c13-14).

to the reverse: realizing the emptiness of the ultimate must be complemented 

by realizing the continuity of our existence, which realization is based on the 

conventional. Insight into a continuity indistinguishable from the falseness of 

the conventional and insight into an impermanence indistinguishable from the 

emptiness of the ultimate must complement each other. This complementary 

relationship between the two truths also shows that truth and falseness cannot 

ultimately be differentiated.  

Seng Zhao thus endorses the insight that truth and falseness are ultimately 

indistinguishable. He also stresses that this non-differentiation becomes evident 

if we scrutinize the complementary relationship between the two truths. In a 

way that is analogous to Jizang’s exposition expanding on the polarity and 

mutuality between impermanence and continuity, Seng Zhao appeals to the 

Daoist and Xuanxue “you-wu” binary – translated as existent and non-existent 

– to hint at the complementary relationship between the two truths. However, 

unlike Jizang, Seng Zhao deliberately lays out the ambiguous meaning of this 

binary in order to point to the non-difference of truth and illusion – which I 

have described elsewhere as ontological indeterminacy. 

Seng Zhao says: “Truly corresponding to things and passing through 

smoothly means that none of these things appears to be obstructive. Neither 

going beyond conventional falseness nor beyond ultimate truth implies that 

things’ nature does not change. Their nature does not change because there is 

[illusory] existence, though nothing [really] exists. None of these things appears 

to be obstructive because nothing [really] exists, though there is [illusory] 

existence. As nothing [really] exists, though there is [illusory] existence it is 

called not existent. As there is [illusory] existence, though nothing [really] 

exists it is called not non-existent. This does not mean that there are no things, 

but rather that things are not real things. If things are not real things, what could 

be referred to as a thing? […] Therefore, the Sutra of the Shining Wisdom says: 
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‘Ultimate truth means non-achievement; whereas conventional truth implies 

achievements. Achievements are the false signs of non-achievement; whereas 

non-achievement is the true name of achievements.’ The true name does not 

imply existence in spite of this truth; whereas the false signs do not imply non-

existence in spite of this falseness. Therefore, the truth we talk about does not 

[really] exist, whereas the falseness we talk about is not non-existent. The two 

as cases we talk about are not the same, though the two as principles are not 

different. Therefore, the Sutra of the Great Wisdom says: ‘Is there a difference 

between the ultimate and the conventional truth? No, there is no difference.’ 

This Sutra only distinguishes between the ultimate elaborating on what is not 

existent and the conventional expanding on what is not non-existent. How is it 

possible that this duality of truth can be projected upon [real] things? However, 

it is coherent to consider all things as not existent, as well as it is coherent to 

consider them as not non-existent. As it is coherent to consider things as not 

existent, we can say that they do not [really] exist, though they [illusorily] exist. 

As it is coherent to consider things as not non-existent, we can say that they 

are not [completely] non-existent, though they do not exist. Though they do 

not exist, they are not [completely] non-existent; this does not mean that ‘not 

existing’ amounts to nothingness. Though they [illusorily] exist, they do not 

[really] exist; this does not mean that such existence amounts to real existence. 

Their existence is not real, and their non-existence is not devoid of traces. 

However, existence and non-existence are opposite designations, though they 

implications must converge. … If we scrutinize this linguistic exposition about 

existence and non-existence, how is it possible that this is only a contradictory 

to elucidate that it is not [completely] non-existent; we utilize the [expression] 

non-existence to point out that it is not [real] existence. Though we deal with a 

single subject matter, we indicate it with two designations.”35

The Chinese character “you” generally means both being-present and 

existing as well as having. Seng Zhao understands existing as being-present. 

However, this involves an ambiguity for it can mean both existing in terms of 

being-present as illusion and existing in terms of being-present as something 

real. Hence, “you” could mean both “really existent” and “illusorily existing.” 

The expression “illusory existence” implies the presence of unreal things, 

which, again, means that these things do not really exist. However, the 

expression “illusory existence” does not really represent a contradiction, since 

illusory views about our existence may affect or even shape this existence and 

thus it cannot be denied that they may be an effective part of it. Again, the 

linguistic designation of anything as a distinctive “thing” in our existential 

a thing is not really but illusorily existent or present. In order to indicate this 

thing as an illusory form of existence we must deny the “you,” changing it into 

its opposite form “wu” – non-existence – which again could mean both “not 

[really] existing” and “[completely] non-existent.” Things linguistically referred 

though their mode of illusory presence cannot be denied in the sense of being 

35　See the Zhao Lun – Buzhenkoang Lun

( T45, no. 1858, p. 152, b3-c14).
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“completely non-existent.” The affirmative “you” – “[illusorily] existing” – 

and the negative “wu” – “not [really] existing” – contain the same implication, 

they are mutually inclusive. Therefore, Seng Zhao combines the two opposite 

expressions and states that this is not a real contradiction. 

Of course, it is also possible to take the Chinese “you-wu” as mutually 

exclusive opposites: being “really existent” and “completely non-existent.”36 

However, the two terms are not “really” total opposites but correlative 

opposites like high – low, visible – hidden, right – left, here – there etc., for 

each term depends for its meaning on its opposite, its own negation: “up” only 

has a meaning in relation to “down,” etc. That is, without its opposite neither 

term or idea can be taken as independently real; due to their interdependence, 

they become in effect unreal constructions, and you-wu is the “type” of all 

such relative-opposite constructions. The section following the previous 

quotation from the Zhao Lun explicitly discusses this. “Therefore, the Zhong 

Lun explains: No ‘here and there’ inheres in things; however, only humans hold 

that here is [really] here, and there is [really] there. But from the standpoint of 

there, here is there, and there is here. ‘Here and there’ cannot be determined 

just by one single name, whereas the deluded person believes in their apodictic 

certainty. Though ‘here and there’ do not originally exist, from the outset the 

deluded view is not non-existent. Realizing that ‘here and there’ do not exist, 

36　

 Swanson’s translation recognizes this ambiguous structure; however, he does not explicitly 
 explain that, for Seng Zhao, so-called “conventional existence” means illusion or falseness,
 and that this ambiguity is necessary for pointing to the indifference of truth and illusion
.Swanson writes: “This vague and imprecise use of you and wu, and the habit of 
 discussing the two truths in this context, was a bad habit which afflicted the Chinese
 discussion of this issue for centuries.” See P. Swanson, Foundations of T’ien-t’ai
 Philosophy – The Flowering of the Two Truths Theory in Chinese Buddhism; Nagoya:
 Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture 1989; p. 35. 

what kind of thing could else exist? Therefore, we know all things are unreal 

 As the conventional understanding of 

this polarity as “really existent” and “completely non-existent” is as unreal as 

“here and there,” we ultimately see the emptiness of the two opposites, which 

Seng Zhao expresses as “neither existent nor non-existent” and alternatively 

expounds as the “middle way.”38 The negation of “existent” means emptiness 

and the negation of “non-existent” means “emptiness of emptiness;” combined 

together, the two accomplish the ultimate meaning of emptiness. Again, Seng 

Zhao immediately adds the explanation that this does not nullify all things; it 

just expresses an ontological indeterminacy or ambiguity, implying that the real 

and the false sides of our existence are ultimately indistinguishable.

There are of course other possibilities in Chinese language for univocally 

expressing “illusory existence”; for example, the Chinese “jiayou

provisional existence, “huanyou” – illusory existence, or “siyou” – seeming to 

exist. However, “illusory existence” sounds as paradoxical as “existent yet non-

existent” or “existence without the mark of existence.”39 Seng Zhao utilizes 

the paradoxical mode of linguistic articulation to point out that the ontological 

indeterminacy of something which is not really but only illusorily present still 

implies a type of existence, one which is devoid of a core sustaining reality, and 

hence one which cannot be linguistically referred to without involving falseness. 

Neither the univocal expression “existence” nor its opposite “non-existence” 

37  See the Zhao Lun

(T45, 
 no. 1858, p. 152, c23-28).

38　See the Zhao Lun (T45, no
  .  1858, p. 152, a29-b1).
39  See Zhiyi’s Mohe zhiguan T 46, p. 55, a24, Chengguan’s commentary on the Huayan
    Sutra
     on the Lotus Sutra
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would be an appropriate term for this, since they are unreal constructions on the 

conventional level. The type of existence Seng Zhao talks about can neither be 

thus he chooses the paradoxical mode of articulation which, eventually, does 

not really represent a contradiction but is rather an ambiguous type of linguistic 

expression that may best expose this ontological indeterminacy.

Other Chinese Buddhist masters following Madhyamaka viewpoints 

generally adopt the ambiguous rhetoric unfolded in Seng Zhao’s exposition 

of the ontological indeterminacy of things based on dependent co-arising. 

The most prominent among these masters are Zhiyi, Jizang, Fazang, and 

Chengguan. They not only adopt this ambiguous rhetoric but also continue 

to develop it.40 The Tiantai and Sanlun schools distinguish between different 

levels of emptiness, and Tiantai concepts such as the dharma-realm, the 

threefold truth and the threefold contemplation are construed in a way which 

not only justifies but also requires an ambiguous strategy for their linguistic 

exposition.41 Both Zhiyi, the famous Tiantai master, and Chengguan, the fourth 

Huayan patriarch in the later Tang-dynasty, discuss emptiness and existence in 

the same ambiguous way we have seen in Seng Zhao’s exposition of existence 

and non-existence. Chengguan most explicitly points to this ambiguity in his 

commentaries on the Huayan Sutra (Garland Sutra): “Emptiness and existence 

respectively imply two meanings: the two meanings of emptiness are discussed 

in terms of ‘emptiness’ and ‘non-emptiness’; the two meanings of existence are 

40  See for example Zhiyi’s
(T46, no. 1911, p. 55, c11-13); Jizang’s

 (T45, no. 1854, p. 83, b18-20), (T45, no. 1854, p. 110, c1-2); Fazang’s

41  See the Mohe zhiguan T 46, no. 1911, p. 54, c18-23 and the Fahua xuanyi
    p. 682, c2-9.

discussed in terms of ‘existence’ and ‘non-existence.’ Emptiness is discussed in 

emptiness, it implies that there is no mark of emptiness; hence, it does not defy 

emptiness. Referred to as non-existence, it implies detachment from the mark 

of existence; hence, it does not defy emptiness.”42 

The relationship between emptiness and existence discussed by Chengguan 

is similar to Seng Zhao’s exposition of non-existence and existence. On the 

one hand, emptiness and existence contradict each other; on the other hand, 

they also include each other. Each side overstates what the opposite side fails 

to accentuate, as long as both sides are considered as univocal expressions. 

However, utilized as opposite expressions mutually nullifying yet exclusively 

referring to each other, they perform the functions of mutual restriction and 

complementation. In this regard, their mutuality is like that of emptiness and 

of mutual negation as in the threefold contemplation of Zhiyi, such that the 

opposition is in the position of the middle. Consequently Chengguan says: 

“The meaning of the middle way is neither that of emptiness nor existence.”43 

However, in the Tiantai teaching of Zhiyi the ultimate step consists in realizing 

that the two sides are inseparable and equally relevant, since mutual restriction 

again implies mutual complementation. The ultimate meaning of the middle, 

42　See Chengguan’s commentary on the text ascribed to Dushun, the Huayan fajie xuanjing

43   See Chengguan’s commentary on the Huayan Sutra
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here, is just this reciprocity between emptiness and the provisional. Emptiness, 

the provisional and the middle not only include but also embody each other; 

this is called the threefold contemplation. The threefold truth embracing the 

conventional, ultimate and primary truth of the middle way correlates with this 

threefold contemplation.

Furthermore, Zhiyi resorts to the indeterminacy of word class of Chinese 

characters to linguistically “realize” or “embody” this threefold meaning of 

each of the three expressions, whereas Huayan-masters appeal to the semantic 

ambiguity of Chinese characters to exemplify the bipolar falseness in linguistic 

expressions. The subsequent section of this paper will explore a selection from 

an example from one of Zhiyi’s commentaries to the Lotus Sutra. 

Linguistic Strategies Based on Semantic Ambiguity 
in the Huayan School

Chengguan’s short edition of the Huayan fajie xuanjing (The Profound 

Mirror of the Dharma-realm in the Garland Sutra)44 discusses three major 

levels of contemplation: the “contemplation of real emptiness,” “contemplation 

of the non-obstruction between principle and things,” and “contemplation of 

level, “contemplation of real emptiness.” This level, again, is subdivided into 

four sections discussed according to ten standpoints. The first two sections, 

“contemplation focusing on distinctive form reverting to emptiness” and 

“contemplation elucidating emptiness as indivisible from distinctive form,” 

discuss four standpoints, whereas the third and the fourth sections express 

44  See the English translation of R.M. Gimello, Chih-Yen (602-668) and the Foundations of
    Hua-Yen Buddhism

in the “contemplation focusing on distinctive form reverting to emptiness.” 

The starting point is a famous passage from a text known as the Heart Sutra 

stating that distinctive form is not different from emptiness and that emptiness 

is not different from distinctive form.45 The focus of the section discussed 

below is the ambiguous relationship between emptiness and distinctive form. 

“Real emptiness,” according to Huayan-masters, must be expounded within the 

context of this ambiguous relationship.  

 

1.) “Distinctive form is not emptiness, since it is emptiness. Why is itso?

As distinctive form is not emptiness in the sense of discontinuity, it is not 

emptiness. However, what distinctive form embodies is real emptiness. 

Therefore, we say that it is emptiness. Just because it is real emptiness, it is 

not emptiness in the sense of discontinuity. Therefore, we can say that, since 

it is emptiness, it is not emptiness.”46 

This first passage criticizes the division between distinctive form and 

emptiness and suggests their indivisibility. It deals with two different meanings 

of emptiness – “real emptiness” and “emptiness in the sense of discontinuity.” 

of discontinuity,” whereas emptiness in the second part of the initial phrase 

45  The Heart Sutra is a brief excerpt from a section in the PaJcaviMZatisAhasrikApraj-
JApAramitA-sUtra 001-200

( T05, no. 220, p. 22, b3-5).
46   See the Huayan fajie xuanjing
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implies “real emptiness.” The initial phrase is not really contradictory but 

ambiguous. The two meanings of emptiness exclude each other like “real 

existence” and “illusory existence.” Chengguan’s commentary explains that, 

according to the Zhong Lun, the notions of continuity and emptiness must imply 

each other; otherwise cultivation based on the Buddhist path would not entail 

transformation. Continuity without emptiness would condemn sentient beings to 

abide permanently in the state of the unenlightened; whereas “emptiness in the 

sense of discontinuity” seems to suggest a misunderstanding of the concept of 

“real emptiness,” because emptiness excluding continuity in effect “terminates,” 

obstructing transformation. Distinctive form is synonymous with “illusory 

existence,” which is empty of any core that can sustain reality and therefore 

embodies an emptiness that implies continuity. According to this viewpoint, 

emptiness implying continuity and illusory existence are inseparable. 

In one of his commentaries on the Huayan Sutra, Chengguan elucidates 

the ambiguous relationship between real emptiness and illusory existence. “If 

we expound emptiness and existence, we receive two meanings of [for] each. 

First, real emptiness must nullify illusory existence; otherwise it would not be 

real emptiness. Second, real emptiness must accomplish illusory existence; 

otherwise, once again, it would not be real emptiness. Illusory existence also 

contains two meanings. First, illusory existence must conceal real emptiness, as 

emptiness is invisible and existence is visible. Second, illusory existence does 

real emptiness to become visible.”  According to Chengguan’s viewpoint, 

change as we experience it in our existence must involve both illusory existence 

47　See Chengguan’s commentary on the Huayan Sutra

and emptiness in an indivisible manner; for example the color of tea, analogous 

to distinctive form, may change from green to yellow due to the brightness 

evident if tea changes its color due to the brightness of light; conversely, tea can 

change its color only if it is itself colorless; this may illustrate the inseparability 

of emptiness and distinctive form. However, this inseparability of distinctive 

form and emptiness cannot be misinterpreted in terms of “identity.” The 

subsequent passage criticizes a concept of “indivisibility,” interpreting it in 

terms of “identity.” 

    

2.) “Distinctive form is not emptiness, since it is emptiness. Why is it so?

Asthe marks of blue and yellow color are not [identical with] the principle 

of real emptiness itself, we say that they are not emptiness. However, blue 

or yellow are devoid of any core that sustains reality, which implies that 

they are nothing but emptiness; therefore, we say that they are emptiness. 

Just because emptiness, which means absence of any reality-sustaining core 

of blue and yellow, is not blue and yellow itself, we say that they are not 

emptiness.”48 

This second passage criticizes a mistaken concept concerning the 

inseparability of emptiness and distinctive form, and stresses the necessity of 

48　See the Huayan fajie xuanjing

29). Gimello translates the initial phrase of the two passages: “Forms are not identical with

the English “identical” not only does not fit but even contradicts the meaning of the
Chinese “ji” for reasons I expound in the main text. 
 



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 Contradiction and Ambiguity in Chinese Buddhist Philosophy392 393

distinguishing between the two. The intention now seems to be the opposite 

of that of the preceding passage, which criticizes the separation between the 

two, though the initial phrases in the two passages are identical. Again, the text 

unfolds ambiguity on two levels. Since the first two passages have opposite 

intentions, though their initial phrases are identical, the repetitively used 

phrase “distinctive form is not emptiness, since it is emptiness” is ambiguous 

in two regards. First, compared to the previous passage, emptiness in the 

second passage is utilized in a univocal sense; however, the Chinese character 

“ji” corresponding to the English copula “is” is ambiguous, as it could be 

understood as either “inseparable from” or “identical with.” There is no real 

contradiction in this initial phrase of the two passages: in the first case, its 

paradoxical affect is based on the ambiguity of emptiness, and in the second 

case it is based on the ambiguity of the Chinese character “ji” which originally 

means “to come close to” or “to approach” but here is understood as both 

“inseparable from” and “identical with.” In both cases the text exploits the 

semantic ambiguity of Chinese characters.  

Second, this initial phrase as a whole is ambiguous due to the different 

readings of the two cases; the first reading could be restated as “distinctive 

form is not emptiness [in the sense of discontinuity], since it is [real] emptiness 

[implying continuity],” while the second reading implies the meaning that 

“distinctive form is not [identical] with real emptiness, since it is [only 

inseparable] from real emptiness.” Illusoriness consists of unreal marks or 

distinctive forms mistakenly assumed to indicate a reality-sustaining core in 

existing things. Compared to these distinctive forms, emptiness devoid of 

any mark and any distinctive characteristic cannot be illusory but must be 

distinctive forms; we cannot say that the two are identical. However, the 

first passage suggests that illusory forms are not beyond emptiness, nor is 

emptiness beyond illusory form, since the illusoriness of such distinctive forms 

points back to their emptiness, and their emptiness becomes evident via this 

illusoriness; for this reason, we also cannot deny their indivisibility. From this 

standpoint it looks like they are not identical just because of their inseparability. 

The third passage criticizes a viewpoint which assumes that both identity and 

difference must be correct or “true” at the same time. 

3.) “Distinctive form is not emptiness, since it is emptiness. Why is it so? 

As there is no distinctive form in emptiness, it is not emptiness. Since all 

types of distinctive form are collectively devoid of any reality-sustaining 

core, they are emptiness. This is because all types of distinctive form 

collectively revert to emptiness, which clearly can have no distinctive form. 

Therefore, as distinctive form is emptiness, distinctive form is not emptiness. 

This concludes the three passages criticizing deluded viewpoints.”49 

Again, the initial phrase in this third passage is the same as the initial 

phrase in the preceding two passages, though all three cases represent different 

distinctive form and emptiness; in the second passage, it critiques the identity 

of the two; and in the third passage, it critiques the assumption that distinctive 

form and real emptiness are both identical and different at the same time. 

In other words, here the initial phrase expresses that non-identity of the two 

simultaneously implies their non-difference. The subsequent two phrases in 

emptiness is devoid of distinctive form, thus they are non-identical; distinctive 

49　See the Huayan fajie xuanjing
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form is devoid of a core that can sustain reality, thus they are non-different. 

difference must imply non-identity and vice versa. Again, this does not imply a 

real contradiction, since the text does not state that there is an identity between 

the two which, at the same time, is their difference. This passage just refutes the 

assumption that their relationship must be ultimately contradictory. 

The first part of this discussion of contemplating “real emptiness” 

suggests that such contemplation must primarily take the relationship between 

emptiness and distinctive form into account, and that this relationship must 

be necessarily ambiguous. Consequently, the exposition of this relationship 

also cannot consist of univocal assertions. Rather, such an exposition must 

embrace both the inseparability of and the distinction between emptiness 

distinction and vice versa. It must also point out that neither identity, nor the 

relationship of difference, nor that of both identity and difference expresses 

the correct understanding of “real emptiness.” Chengguan explains that the 

preceding three passages just criticize mistaken viewpoints about emptiness, 

whereas the fourth passage directly manifests its meaning. The initial phrase 

in the fourth passage – “distinctive form is emptiness” – is exactly the same 

as the previously mentioned phrase in the Heart Sutra which contains again 

the Chinese character “ji.” In this context, the ambiguous character “ji” 

encompasses all the preceding meanings of “inseparable,” “non-identical,” and 

“neither identical nor different.” The ambiguous usage of the initial phrase in 

the first three passages, which expound the contemplation of real emptiness, 

implies that such an exposition of emptiness must also reveal its meaning on 

the level of performance; otherwise, the understanding of emptiness will fall 

prey to attachments to identity, or difference, or both identity and difference, all 

of which contradict the soteriological implications of emptiness.

The manifestation of real emptiness relies, then, on distinctive forms 

which are ultimately unreal, whereas all distinctive forms subjected to 

unceasing change are based on emptiness. The exposition of the contemplation 

of “real emptiness” necessarily involves an illusory distinctiveness 

(distinguishability): emptiness and distinct (distinctive) form are themselves 

both distinct and indistinguishable. The level of this exposition itself consists 

of illusory distinctiveness, which essentially is nothing but emptiness. This has 

to be shown, which means that the subject matter of this exposition has become 

its own performance. The performance of “contemplating real emptiness” must, 

therefore, find the appropriate linguistic means, one which simultaneously 

exposes (1) the distinction between forms and emptiness, (2) their inseparability, 

and (3) the mutual inclusion of their distinction and inseparability. The 

repeated initial phrase in these three passages which apparently can express 

this indivisibility, distinction and mutual inclusion linguistically – at least in 

Chinese – realizes this simultaneity by means of ambiguity. Consequently, the 

only linguistic means appropriate to the accomplishment of a contemplation of 

emptiness, and ultimately to the achievement of non-attachment or salvation, is 

an ambiguity which realizes or performs the conformity between the meaning 

and the exposition of emptiness. The linguistic strategy of ambiguity, ultimately 

a soteriological strategy utilized in this exposition, is closely bound up with the 

semantic ambiguity of Chinese characters. 

    Linguistic Strategies Based on Syntactic 
Ambiguity in the Tiantai School

       Zhiyi’s Tiantai-teaching utilizes a very similar linguistic strategy based on 

syntactic ambiguity to display the simultaneity of the three links in the concept 

of the threefold contemplation. As previously expounded, the three links of the 
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However, Zhiyi emphasizes that there is also the progressive concept of three 

contemplations, which must be distinguished from the threefold contemplation 

realizing the simultaneity of the three links. According to the progressive 

concept, the first step—“empty contemplation”—negates and nullifies unreal 

existence, pointing to the domain of the “inexpressible,” whereas the second 

existential habitat which is wholesome. The third step in contemplation, which 

goes beyond both the emptiness that exclusively nullifies existence and the 

provisional that exclusively reifies “false names,” is called “contemplation of 

the middle way.” Its focus is called the “real mark,” because it lies beyond the 

false mutual exclusivity of nullifying emptiness and the reifying provisional. 

Furthermore, this step also triggers the transition from the progressive 

mode of contemplation into that of simultaneity: this is referred to as the 

qua

middle discloses the insight that the two opposite poles of emptiness and the 

provisional are inseparable and equally relevant, since they both restrict and 

complement each other. In this contemplation, the middle realizes that it is itself 

this reciprocal relationship which constitutes both emptiness and the provisional 

as opposite modes which nevertheless include each other. This means that 

each of the three – emptiness, the provisional, and the middle – simultaneously 

50 

The provisional that performs the function of exposing and reifying 

must linguistically realize this threefold embodiment which also includes 

an emptiness pointing to the domain of the inexpressible. The provisional 

50  The same can be applied to the conventional, the ultimate and the middle of the threefold
     truth. 

accomplishing this would overcome the opposition between the expressible 

and inexpressible, as it realizes that both the expressible and the inexpressible 

describes this in statements such as “articulation equals non-articulation, non-

articulation equals articulation.”51 

role of a “provisional” that simultaneously embodies the meaning of emptiness, 

the provisional, and the middle. Zhiyi applies an ambiguous “reading in three 

turns” to a crucial passage from the Lotus Sutra, in order to exemplify the 

way in which the provisional unfolds its threefold meaning. Tiantai Buddhists 

refer to the passage in question as “ten types of the suchlike” which embrace 

all dharmas and expose the “real mark of all dharmas.” Zhiyi suggests that 

this passage, which enumerates those “ten types of the suchlike” and thereby 

explicates the real mark’s implication of the provisional, must manifest the 

meanings of emptiness, the provisional and the middle at the same time, 

because each of these three links unfolds the simultaneity of all of them. In 

order to demonstrate that this passage could be ambiguously read according to 

the threefold meaning, he diversifies the syntactical structure of this passage 

word class of Chinese characters. Tiantai Buddhists call this “reading in three 

turns.” Zhiyi also applies this ambiguous “reading in three terms” to other 

crucial Tiantai doctrinal terms. Zhiyi’s disciple Guanding who recorded his 

master’s lectures and interpretative commentaries on the Lotus-sutra explains 

the ambiguous “reading in three terms.”  

“The Lotus Sutra introduces ten [categories] of dharmas to subsume all 

51  See Zhiyi’s Mohe zhiguan (Great Calming and Contemplation) (T46, no. 1911, p. 3, b2-
    4),(T46, no. 1911, p. 55, a19-21),(T46, no. 1911, p. 55, a23-24) (T46, no. 1911, p. 54, c8-
     9),
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dharmas; [the ten categories] are called: ‘such marks of likeness between all 

dharmas, such natures of their likeness, such embodiments of their likeness, 

such forces of their likeness, such constructions of their likeness, such causes 

of their likeness, such conditions of their likeness, such fruits of their likeness, 

such retributions of their likeness, such equality between the root and the end 

of their likeness.’52 When Master Husi from Nanyue read this passage, he 

called it the ‘ten forms of likeness.’ However, the Tiantai-master Zhiyi says: 

‘The reading of this passage based on its meaning altogether implies three 

), likeness 

of such natures, up to likeness of such retributions, etc. The second is called: 

such marks of likeness ), such natures of likeness, up to 

such retributions of likeness. The third is called: suchness of mark-likeness (

), suchness of nature-likeness, up to suchness of retribution-

likeness. If all of them are called ‘likeness,’ their designation ‘likeness’ does not 

change; this corresponds to the meaning of emptiness. If we understand them as 

‘such marks of likeness,’ ‘such natures of likeness’ etc, we point to the marks, 

the nature of emptiness; names differing from the beginning to the end are 

assigned, this corresponds to the meaning of the provisional. If we understand 

them as ‘suchness of mark-likeness’ etc, then likeness consists of the suchness 

of the middle way and the real mark. The three distinguished turns are easy 

to understand; hence, we explain them in terms of emptiness, the provisional, 

52  Lotus Sutra contains this passage. It could also be
 translated as, “What Buddhas achieve, is the dharma that is rare and hard to understand.
 Only among Buddhas it is possible to ultimately exhaust the real mark(s) of all dharmas,
 which means that all dharmas are such like these marks, such like these natures, such like
 these embodiments, such like these forces, such like these causes, such like these
 conditions, such like these fruits, such like these retributions, such like this ultimate 
 equality between root and end [of these ten marks].” 

(T09, 
  no. 262, p. 5, c10-13).

and the middle. Spoken in terms of the accomplished meaning, emptiness, 

the provisional and the middle are indivisible. If we explain emptiness with 

regard to likeness, emptiness of one thing equals emptiness of everything. If 

we point to likeness explaining marks, one kind of provisional equals all kinds 

of provisional. If we discuss the middle with regard to suchness, one type of 

middle equals all types of middle. They are neither one, nor two, nor three, yet 

they are one, as well as two and three.”53 

of three characters. Two of them mean “like” and “such,” whereas the third 

and “such” always precede and follow one specifying character. The whole 

indeterminacy of the word class. Consequently, there are three alternative ways 

to read each of the ten compounds at the same time, as for example “likeness 

of such marks,” “such marks of likeness,” “suchness of mark-likeness.” The 

Chinese character for “likeness” refers to emptiness which makes all things 

alike; the specifying character points to the provisional that exposes distinctions 

between all things; the character for “suchness” represents the middle that 

compound which consists of these three characters, and which represents 

53  See Zhiyi’s commentary on the Lotus Sutra, called Fahua xuanyi (The Profound Meaning 
of the Lotus Sutra); 

b9-26).
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simultaneously based on this “reading in three turns.” 

This is not just meaningless word play. The “ten types of the suchlike” 

explicate the “real mark of all dharmas,” which in turn must imply the three 

mutually-including meanings of emptiness, the provisional and the middle. Its 

implication of the exposing and reifying provisional serves to explicate and 

diversify this real mark into ten different categories on the linguistic level. 

These categories, again, must exemplify the threefold structure of the real 

mark on this level of provisional designation, in order to prove that they really 

conform to the sense or meaning of the real mark. The real mark cannot be 

manifested through only one of these three readings separated from the other 

two, as this would contradict its threefold meaning. Only a linguistic form 

which simultaneously combines all three readings into one, without completely 

nullifying the differences between and among the three, would conform to this 

meaning of the real mark. This linguistic form would simultaneously exemplify 

both the differences among the three readings and their oneness. In other words 

such a linguistic form must be ambiguous, as it simultaneously expresses 

likeness, specification and suchness within one compound. Any univocal 

understanding according to one of the three alternatives would be a one-sided 

attachment and thus contradict the meaning of the real mark. This ambiguous 

linguistic form, however, goes beyond the opposition between expression and 

inexpressibility, since the level of the provisional is proved to embody the three 

mutually-including meanings of emptiness, the provisional and the middle 

as an implication of the real mark. The ambiguous “reading in three turns” 

thus provides a linguistic device which in itself implies or shows that, on the 

linguistic level, the inexpressible ultimate and the expressible conventional 

must mutually imply each other. 

The threefold truth makes use of a structural pattern which elsewhere I 

have called one of inverse instruction. Suffering and delusions are regarded 

as the inverse mode(s) of wisdom, just as wisdom is the transformed mode of 

delusions. The unwholesome side of our existence necessarily embodies the 

wholesome and thus serves as a form of “inverse instruction.” The negative 

experience of the unwholesome points to the wholesome and thus embodies 

“positive instruction.” However, the transformation into the wholesome does 

not really depart from its inverse mode. These positive and negative sides are 

as indivisible as emptiness and the provisional. The positive instruction via 

negative experience is referred to by means of paradoxical articulations such as 

“sorrow is bliss,” “evil is good,” “delusions are wisdom.” The false side which 

is indivisible from the true side of any part of our existential habitat is not 

purely negative, provided we are not attached to the falseness of the provisional 

and recognize the provisional’s value of inverse instruction. Zhiyi’s concept of 

“liberation” ( ), called “severing without severing” ( ), hints at 

this ambiguity of falseness: the unwholesome effect of falseness – attachments 

to false names – must be “severed,” but that does not include severing falseness, 

which can be also wholesome. The soteriological meaning of Tiantai concepts 

like the threefold truth and the threefold contemplation suggests that these 

insights are indispensable on the Buddhist path to liberation. Furthermore, these 

insights must involve the linguistic level of our existence and, therefore, also 

the reading and understanding of the Buddhist Sutras and scriptures. However, 

in order to overcome unwholesome attachments, this reading and understanding 

can only use methods such as that of the ambiguous “reading in three turns.”  

Conclusion

The bipolarity which Chinese Mahayana Buddhists associate with 

falseness rooted in linguistic expression shapes their ambivalent position 

towards language. This position particularly prevails among Chinese 
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Buddhists and is often denoted by means of ambiguous language. Ambiguity 

is a compositional feature frequently utilized in Chinese Mahayana texts and 

indicates that these texts should not be understood as manifestos filled with 

apodictic statements. Ambiguity as a compositional feature not only enhances 

the soteriological intention of emptiness but also exemplifies or embodies 

emptiness as an indispensable practice on the level of verbal articulation. This 

practical issue of ambiguity is a “distinctive mark” of Chinese Tiantai and 

Huayan texts performing emptiness as a linguistic strategy. An “empty” text 

is devoid of apodictic statements, ultimate judgments or any assertions giving 

rise to attachments; in this way it could even be considered, as the Tiantai 

master Zhiyi says, not to be a “text.” Such a text’s ambiguity conforms to the 

emptiness signified by or through the modifiable provisional. Zhiyi explains 

his understanding of a Buddhist text: “If we regard texts as harmful, we should 

realize that texts [Buddhist scriptures] are not texts. Understanding a [certain] 

text means its being neither text nor non-text anymore. Being able to achieve 

all the different types of understanding only through one single text, this is the 

very meaning here.”54 

That is, once a certain Buddhist text is understood properly it is not 

exclusively a [“distinctive”] text any more. Properly understood, it must 

embrace and embody the manifold meanings of all the other Buddhist texts 

– the text itself is seen as an ambiguous medium, and this applies also to our 

existence which must be similarly understood as such type of “ambiguous 

text.” The Tiantai practice of transformation implies that once a certain text has 

Only based on its emptiness, it may integrate even those doctrines of diverse 

Buddhist texts which ostensibly contradict each other. This understanding of 

54  See the Mohe zhiguan T 46, no. 1912, p..3b2-9.　

Buddhist texts corresponds to the Tiantai and Huayan concept of the “perfect 

teaching”—the result of doxographical speculations in the Chinese tradition—

which teaching embraces and integrates the complex diversity of Buddhist 

doctrines from various scriptures. 

If we regard the provisional constructions of a “distinctive text” as 

apodictic statements or exclusive judgments, we just fall prey to attachments 

again. Thus the compositional features of a Buddhist text should be such that 

the reader – whom the author and editor addresses as a potential practitioner – 

does not again become liable to attachments. For this purpose the text must defy 

the conventional norms of a univocal mode of expression, and may become 

ambiguous.
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Abstract
This paper takes up the question of how to understand the paradoxical 

or self-contradictory statements often found in Mahayana Buddhist litera-

and Yasuo Deguchi which assert, on the basis of Priest’s work on “paracon-

sistent logic,” that at least some of these paradoxes be taken not as merely 

heuristic or conventional truths, used for pedagogical and soteriological pur-

scriptions of real facts about the world. I argue, on the basis of the doctrinal 

resources of Tiantai Buddhism, where these paradoxes are if anything more 

than central than in the Mahayana as a whole, that this way of addressing 

the problem is fundamentally wrong-headed and misleading. In one sense, 

we may say that not only some, but indeed all, paradoxical statements are, 

from a Tiantai perspective “true”—but true here in the distinctive sense of 

leading precisely to self-contradiction and thus to self-overcoming: all state-

ments (not just some) are contradictions, and by contradicting themselves 

they lead beyond themselves, in a structure analogous to the self-referential 

“raft” parable that frames all Buddhist doctrine. This is, however, obviously 
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a thoroughgoingly pragmatic notion of truth, rather than a logical realist or 

correspondence notion of truth. These truths do not describe states of affairs 

about the world; they have no ontological referent. The paper examines the 

sources of these Tiantai epistemological ideas in both Buddhist thought and 

indigenous Chinese philosophical traditions, and along the way show how 

these considerations reveal the purely transcendental character (in Kant’s 

sense) of the Law of Non-Contradiction itself, which can be shown to be 

circular and to have no bearing of any kind on ontology.

Keywords:  Tiantai Buddhism, Law of Non-Contradiction, Paradox, Upaya, 

Logic, Parable of the Raft

The Law of Non-Contradiction (henceforth LNC) has long seemed to 

many philosophers an unavoidable starting point for all philosophical inquiry, 

and when explicitly formulated, even one of the few literally indubitable or a 

priori truths upon which all rational people can agree. A bit of a splash has been 

made in recent years, however, by philosophers like Graham Priest who have 

called into question the applicability of LNC for all truth claims.1 Priest has 

also turned his attention to Buddhist thought in this connection, and has col-

laborated with Buddhist scholars Jay Garfield and Yasuo Deguchi to address 

the question of construing the very common occurrence of seemingly paradoxi-

cal propositions in Mahayana Buddhist literature. This is the question at issue, 

the Dialetheist: Contradictions in Buddhism” and other works in this series.   

Several suggestions are made. These paradoxical assertions in Buddhist texts 

might be meant only as s—“skillful means”--which are not themselves 

ultimately true, but serve a therapeutic function of undermining an attachment 

to non-contradictory conventional truths, or to the law of non-contradiction 

as the canon of conventional truth, mistakenly taken to be a privileged disclo-

sure of ontological information. Another suggestion is that these statements 

are themselves meant to be taken as true, but true in a sense that is rationally 

incomprehensible, beyond conceptualization, thus tending toward a form of ir-

rationalist mysticism. These seem to be the default interpretive stances of Indo-

Tibetan Buddhist traditions, based on their understanding of the Madhyamika 

“Two Truths” doctrine, which draws a sharp line between Conventional Truth 

(usually covering ordinary speech as well as technical Buddhist doctrines) and 

Ultimate Truth (which is in some sense strictly beyond speech and thought).   

1   See Graham Priest, “What’s So Bad About Contradictions,” in Graham Priest, J.C. Beall, 
Bradley Armour-Garb, editors, The Law of Non-Contradiction (Oxford: Oxford University 
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On this reading, all verbal propositions fall at best into Conventional Truth; no 

such propositions, contradictory or otherwise, are Ultimately True. Deguchi, 

the contradictions in Mahayana literature are neither mere metaphors nor mere 

therapeutic devices, nor again a way of expressing a rejection of rationality, as-

serting instead that this subset of the contradictory statements are meant to be 1) 

rationally comprehensible and 2) descriptions of facts, and thus true statements.   

that deal with self-referential totalities, which are, as Priest has argued, para-

doxical but nonetheless logically permissible: the essence of all things is es-

sencelessness; the only truth is that there is no truth; it is accurate to describe re-

ality as beyond description, and so on. But this does not apply to all paradoxes 

in the literature; some are indeed mere heuristics, upayas, metaphors—namely, 

any statements that do not directly involve these highest totalities or universals.   

“The nature of all things is to be devoid of any nature”--that is rationally com-

prehensible, logically consistent and literally true; derivatively, “a cup is not 

a cup” (the true essence of this cup is essencelessness, hence the lack of cup-

essence, hence what it actually “is,” its true essence, is completely non-cup) is 

also literally true. But this is as far as the implications go; the spread of para-

doxicality does not extend beyond this relatively small number of propositions.   

Hence, statements like “a cup is an elephant” is, at best, merely conventionally 

true—which for DGP, as for the Indo-Tibetan traditions generally, means, in the 

This is a step in the right direction if we are to overcome the limits of Indo-

Tibetan Buddhist thought, which tend to mirror the assumptions of traditional 

Indo-European logics, and take seriously the challenges posed by Chinese 

Buddhism, in particular the Tiantai Buddhist view, in which such statements as 

“a cup is an elephant” are also claimed to be rationally comprehensible, logi-

cally consistent and literally true. For Tiantai, there is no need to divide the 

contradictory claims into the different categories of 1) therapeutically refutable 

conventional truths, 2) non-literal metaphors, and 3) rationally and literally 

true.  Rather, these three modalities converge in an interesting and fruitful way 

 in Bud-

Indo-Tibetan sources of DGP’s Buddhological stance, develops out of the very 

lier Chinese traditions. This will, however, require an expansion of the implica-

tions of the DGP claims to which DGP themselves are perhaps not friendly, and 

which cast new light on the question of meaning and application of the LNC.    

I believe these expanded implications are desirable both ethically and philo-

sophically, and will also enable us to answer the question of how reductio ad 

adsurdum arguments can be understood as having any force in spite of the ac-

ceptance of self-contradiction as a characteristic of true statements, which self-

confessedly remains an unresolved problem point for DGP.

Chinese Background of the Tiantai Position

Traditional Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Madhyamika holds to a “Two Truths” 

theory, sharply separating “Conventional Truth” from “Ultimate Truth.”  Con-

ventional Truth consists of 1) ordinary speech and logic as it is practiced con-

sistently within a speech community (for example, the commonsensical ideas 

of “cause” and “effect,” of “self” and “other,” of “good” and “bad” and so on); 

2) early Buddhist doctrine and terminology (for example, the doctrines of non-

self, impermanence, suffering, Nirvana, the Four Noble Truths, etc.); and 3) the 

rejection of that very early Buddhist doctrine and terminology in later Buddhist 

doctrine and terminology (for example, the declaration that because of Empti-
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ness, there is no non-self or self, no impermanence, no suffering, no Nirvana, 

no Four Noble Truths). Ultimate Truth would be, not these statements of the 

third component of Conventional Truth, but their transconceptual correlative 

or real referent: some sort of experience of actual liberation, which transcends 

the applicability even of these statements; the statements are mere means to get 

beyond themselves. Note that this makes for a very limited range of conven-

tional truth: it allows for a few contradictions among levels, but each level is 

itself strictly self-consistent. Also, some views are excluded: ordinary speech, 

when consistent, is permitted, but metaphysical theories are not even included 

as Conventional Truths; they are just plain errors. The same goes for eccentric, 

idiolectic speech, poetry, paradoxes, mad ravings and so on: all excluded. “Heat 

causes water to boil,” “I have desires which cause suffering” and “I don’t exist, 

so I have no desires” “There are no desires and no end to desire” are all conven-

tionally true. Ultimate truth is some kind of realization of the last proposition, 

to which that proposition is stipulatively non-adequate. But “God causes there 

to be natural laws” “energy is the absolute substance of all things,” “the world 

is eternal,” “the world is non-eternal” have no status as either conventional or 

ultimate truths, and the same is true of provacative poetic statements like “this 

cup is a mercenary elephant that sings of love and sorrow.”

The Tiantai position is unorthodox in Buddhism, proposing a “Three 

Truths” position unknown in India and Tibet.  It is a uniquely Chinese contribu-

tion to Buddhist epistemology and metaphysics.  A version of the self-inclusion 

paradoxes had already been raised by the Daoist writer Zhuangzi, as follows:   

There is a beginning. There is a not-yet-beginning-to-be-a-beginning.   

There is a not-yet-beginning-to-not-yet-begin-to-be-a-beginning. There is exis-

tence. There is non-existence. There is a not-yet-beginning-to-be-non-existence.

There is a not-yet-beginning-to-not-yet-begin-to-be-non-existence. Suddenly 

there is non-existence. But I do not-yet know whether “the existence of non-

existence” is ultimately existence or non-existence. Now I have said something.  

But I do not-yet know: has what I have said really said anything? Or has it not 

really said anything? Nothing in the world is larger than the tip of a hair in au-

tumn, and Mt. Tai is small. No one lives longer than a dead child, and old Peng-

zu died an early death. Heaven and earth are born together with me, and the ten 

thousand things and I are one. But if we are all one, can there be any words?   

But since I have already declared that we are “one,” can there be no words?   

The one and the word are already two, the two and the original unnamed one 

are three.2Note that Zhuangzi moves directly from the paradoxes of totality and 

self-inclusion (concerning “existence” and “speech” generally) directly to the 

“anything goes” unraveling of all propositions (the old man is young, the tip of 

a hair is large, the mountain is small, and all things are born together with me).   

If the whole is paradoxical, all its parts are seen to be paradoxical. The premise 

here seems to be a kind of holism that presupposes from the beginning that the 

identities of individual things is wholly dependent on their context, as Zhuangzi 

argues earlier in this same chapter, and thus ultimate on “the whole.”  If the 

2   See Ziporyn, trans, Zhuangzi: The Essential Writings with Selections from Traditional 
Commentaries (Hackett, 2009), p. 15, where we see Zhuangzi proceed directly from the

 paradoxes of being-and-non-being (and of beginning and not-yet-beginning, of saying
 and not-saying, of being-similar and being-dissimilar—analogues of the DGP self-

 propositions: “Nothing in the world is larger than the tip of a hair in autumn, and Mt. 
 Tai is small. No one lives longer than a dead child, and old Pengzu died an early death.   
 Heaven and earth are born together with me, and the ten thousand things and I are one.”
 For an analysis of the argument underlying this progression in Zhuangzi’s thought, see

 move is partially motivated by Zhuangzi’s perspectivism, which strongly inclines toward

 concern in epistemology, with the relation between various points of view, as having
 something to do with this precedent—as well as with the Confucian tradition of “teaching
 according to capacity”  as an essential characteristic of the sage, often
 exemplified in the Analects by Confucius himself, rooted in an ontology that sees
 intersubjectivesocialityas the paradigmatic and always ultimate category of philosophical 
 theory.    
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whole is unmoored, every individual component is likewise unmoored. If Being 

as a whole and stateability as such are incapable of non-paradoxical articula-

tion, the same must apply to every individual proposition about any being and 

any predicate.  

It is also important to note that the textual tradition from which Tiantai 

Indian and Tibetan traditions due primarily to the existence in Chinese of the 

Dazhidulun

Chinese by its ostensible translator, Kumarajiva), which was regarded as of-

fering the most extensive and authoritative interpretive lens through which to 

Of particular interest for us is the relation between the Two Truths, which bears 

directly on how we are to interpret key MMK texts like 23:6, indicating that 

though both self and non-self are preached but the Buddha—on one reading the 

former is Conventional Truth and the latter is Ultimate Truth, and these remain 

unambiguously separate and hierarchically valued. The DZDL approaches these 

issues rather differently. Most simply stated, it sets the stage for the collapse of 

Conventional Truths into the rubric of , which is one of the key moves of 

the Tiantai tradition. One of the key procedures by which this is done is found 

in the DZDL’s doctrine of the Four Siddhantas.3We should not here that the sec-

3

teachings”) are 1) the Worldly Siddhanta, which corresponds directly to the category of
“Conventional Truth” on a non-Upayicized understanding of that doctrine: it is 
the Buddha’s teaching in terms generally accepted by the world; 2) The Individually-
adapted Siddhanta, which means that the Buddha may preach things that conform to the 
preconceptions of a particular sentient being, no matter how misguided, but that conform

Counteractive Siddhanta, which takes the particular beliefs of either the world in general
or of some individual subset of sentient beings, even if only a single one, and rather than 

to undermine and refute them; 4) the Supreme Meaning Siddhanta, which corresponds 

ond and third Siddhantas already take the step of completely relativizing Con-

ventional Truths: there is no single univocal internally consistent set of Conven-

tional Truths spoken by the Buddha, but rather an unlimited array of situational 

possibilities that may count as “appropriate speech,” i.e., soteriologically use-

ful, liberative speech. If someone believes the world is made of bleu cheese or 

was created by God, the Buddha may preach to him in those terms, accepting 

the premise of a bleu-cheese-composed or God-created world, according to the 

Second Siddhanta, or in a polemically anti-bleu-cheese or anti-God way accord-

ing to the Third. The authorized conventional truths preached by a Buddha may 

thus contradict one another; the contradiction is not only between Conventional 

Truth and Ultimate Truth, but necessarily exists among Conventional Truths—

i.e., in this conception, 

that the Fourth Siddhanta is still a Siddhanta, i.e., is included unproblematically 

among the rhetorical strategies of a Buddha’s preaching: “Ultimate Truth,” in-

cluding the preaching of Emptiness and so on, is also a pragmatic soteriological 

device. The upshot of this approach to the Two Truths is well-expressed in the 

 wuliangyijing) 

another Chinese forgery unknown in India or Tibet, but often quoted by Zhiyi 

and traditionally read as the “opening sutra” for the Lotus Sutra in many Tiantai 

and Tendai inspired traditions: 

“The dispositions and desires of various sentient beings are innumerable, 

and thus the modes of preaching of the Dharma are also innumerable. Because 

the modes of preaching of the Dharma are innumerable, its meanings are also 

innumerable. These innumerable meanings are generated by a single dharma.  

to the preaching of Ultimate Truth on a Two Truths scheme: the preaching of non-self, 
emptiness, and so on. 
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[i.e., manifests as every manifestation]. Being predicable neither by attributes 

nor by the exclusion of attributes [i.e., neither manifesting nor not-manifesting], 

this is called the Real Attribute.”4

Any single dharma has all these infinite contrasting meanings: these al-

ternate meanings are meanings of the same thing. The Sutra later states this 

emphatically in the paradigmatic case of words and meanings: “The words used 

are identical, but the meanings differ [in the ears of different listeners].” 

 Any one word means many contrary things. One must note 

contexts. There are only truths where there are meanings, and there are only 

meanings where there are sentient beings. Since sentient beings differ in in-

numerable ways, meanings and truths will also differ in innumerable ways. But 

all these meanings are the meaning of attributelessness—all these meanings are 

what “attributeless” really means—for that is the only kind of meaning there is, 

the only kind of meaning that means anything. “Meanings” here is interchange-

what it “means,” to someone, in some context: what it “is” is no more than what 

anyone thinks it is, or can think it is, whatever attributes can be attributed to it, 

6   

T9.385c-386-a
T9.386b

6  It will be noted here that the Tiantai writers thus do not recognize a difference between 

is perhaps not surprising, given the lack of a substance ontology in pre-Buddhist China 

Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009)). On the Tiantai view, the rejection

.In Purely Buddhist Terms 

 The Tiantai view, in contrast, is that the concept “Emptiness” is an , 

but, in contrast, that emptiness itself—Ultimate Truth beyond any (single exclu-

sive) view—consists of nothing but : ultimate truth, the Nirvana of which 

we are saying “Yay!,” is the production of limitless differing s, of limit-

less conventional truths, of limitless salvifically attachment-destroying self-

That is, to describe reality as empty is an upayic, provisional way of speak-

ing. But what emptiness really is is just the constant illimitable production of 

s, and to see all propositions, all facts, as ic. To see them as ic 

means to seem them as self-transcending pragmatic devices which are true in 

one sense and false in another. This production of s qua s entails 

also the skill in using them for the purpose of liberating sentient beings from 

suffering, which is the sole criterion of their value—i.e., of their truth-value. 

The traditional Tiantai name for this situation is The Three Truths. Emptiness 

and provisional positing (Ultimate and Conventional Truth, kong and  

jia) are “identical,” and this identity between them is what the Third Truth, the 

Mean ( zhong), is. But this “identicalness,” as we shall see, is not identical-

ness to the exclusion of difference, but rather is instantiated precisely in the 

mutual exclusion of provisional and ultimate. Before explicating that crucial 

are here viewed as intersubsumptive, each instantiating the other: on the one 

hand, “Emptiness” is a merely provisional truth, since it is, like every other 

determinate view, a concept, a word, something which succeeds in having an 

conditional, and hence only locally coherent. Hence Emptiness is Conventional, 

kong is jia. But jia is also kong: that means, not only that all provisional 
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posits are themselves empty, but also that what provisional positing per se is is 

what emptiness is per se: that what emptiness really is is to provisionally posit.    

identity, but also for it to produce (Separate Teaching, biejiao), and further 

indeed to always already have (Integrated Teaching, yuanjiao

essences and identities. This last point brings us to Tiantai’s “Third Truth”: the 

Mean ( zhong).

Tiantai makes a distinction between two versions of the Mean: the Exclu-

sive Mean ( danzhong) and the Non-Exclusive Mean ( budan-

zhong

the Nagarjunian assertion that “the object of these two modes of apprehension 

is the same: emptiness, which is identical with dependent origination – the ulti-

mate truth, which is in turn identical with the conventional truth properly under-

stood.” (p. 10) Only the conventional truth “properly understood”  is identical 

with the ultimate truth apprehended in yogic perception. In Tiantai terms, this is 

the view of the Separate Teaching ( biejiao): the Mean is the identity be-

tween Conventional and Ultimate Truth “correctly understood,” while each of 

these views separately is a one-sided apprehension of that same ultimate truth.   

They are two ways of expressing the same thing, but it is only their identity that 

fully expresses this tertium quid, which is neither Conventional Truth nor Ulti-

mate Truth separately, but is both of them when they are referred to this “object” 

of the two modes of apprehension which is the same. It is the object of this per-

ception that is the same, not the two modes of apprehension themselves. In the 

view of the Integrated Teaching, any of the three modes is itself the whole truth, 

and each separately accounts for all of reality. All things are provisional posit-

ing, including Emptiness and the Mean. All things are Emptiness, including 

provisional positing and the Mean. All things are the Mean, included in Empti-

ness and Provisional Positing. All propositions are reducible to conventional 

truths. All propositions are reducible to Emptiness. All are reducible to the iden-

tity between the two, which is itself the only “object” apprehended in these two 

alternate ways.   

Why do we need the Third Truth at all? Isn’t the Emptiness of Emptiness 

enough? The Tiantai answer is no. In the Tiantai “Three Truths” theory, in con-

trast to the Two Truths model, instead of concluding that every particular view 

and proposition and thing is ultimately false, we conclude that all is, ultimately, 

between the Two Truths, as well as the category of plain falsehood. Each pos-

the Three Truths. 

The Tiantai approach adds two new ideas to the traditional Two Truths: 

1) the idea of a third thing which is neither one extreme nor the other, neither 

and” judgment on what had previously been opposed as conventional and ulti-

mate truth (and thus as means and ends) in the previous levels. This is the Third 

Truth, which in Tiantai is called “The Mean” (or “Middle” or “Center”). And 

2) the idea that somehow this implies that “all possible phenomena are deriv-

able from it, converge into and are always discoverable within” something: 

all 

three of the other determinations, and indeed in all determinations without ex-

ception. This is the derivation of the idea of mutual penetration and interfusion, 

the idea that all possible entities interpervade, that is so distinctive to the Tiantai 

school.  What is crucial here, in the Tiantai sense, is that provisionally posited 

    different premises and with different consequences.



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊

What Does the Law of Non-Contradiction Tell Us, If Anything?
Paradox, Parameterization and Truth in Tiantai Buddhism422 423

(jia) , the characteristic of “Conventional Truth,” thus has to be understood in 

several different senses. As Siming Zhili puts it, there is the “provisional posit-

ing” of conditional arising ( yuansheng zhi jia), characteristic of the 

Tripitaka and Common teachings; this is standard mereological reductionism 

ing” ( jianli zhi jia), which refers to the Separate Teaching, encom-

passing both the positive creation of s by Bodhisattvas, as well as the type 

of claim found in MMK 24:20 that without Emptiness, nothing could exist; and 

identical to inherent entailment” (  , miaojia, ju jishi jia) of the 

Integrated Teaching.8 This asserts the inextricability from any truth, fact, ap-

pearance—ultimate or provisional—of any other truth, fact, appearance, opin-

ion: all are absolute truths in the precise sense of juedai  given by Zhiyi in 

the Fahuaxuanyi:9 they are instantiated everywhere, even in their own negation, 

in whatever is excluded by the contrast by means of which they are determinate 

at all.   As Zhili says, : “We need to be able to speak 

of all Three Thousand as inherently entailed in the aggregates themselves be-

fore we can call it the Wondrous Provisional Positing.”10 

The Mean is said to denote “the identity” between Conventional Truth 

and Ultimate Truth—the idea that they are synonyms, that “Conventional” and 

8    T46.836a
9    

10 T46.836a.   Note that “the Three Thousand” means not only a single univocal set of facts, 
but all views and opinions, all “misconceptions,” all perspectives on the world.  See the 
explanation of the “three worlds”  from the DZDL that go into this equation: we 

 twice: once as “real” ( )
and once as provisional  both the “true” mereological reductionist view of sen

beings are counted among the Three Thousand that must be inherently entailed in each 
moment of experience.

“Empty” are alternate words for one and the same meaning. But this is a pecu-

liar type of “sameness,” and we cannot understand in what sense this sameness 

in” the Mean, the second of the new ideas in Tiantai Three Truths theory, unless 

we understand in just what sense these two are “the same.” This peculiar mode 

of sameness is explained in the Tiantai doctrine of “opening the provisional to 

reveal the real”  ( kaiquan xianshi). This is a way of further specify-

ing the relation between Conventional and Ultimate Truth, illustrating the way 

in which the two extremes are not only synonymous, but also irrevocably op-

posed, and indeed identical only by means of their opposition. Provisional truth 

is the antecedent, the premise, and indeed in a distinctive sense the cause of 

ultimate truth, but only because it is the strict exclusion of ultimate truth.  

The clearest way to explain this structure is to compare it to the contrasting 

relation between the set up and the punch line of a joke. To use a suitably silly 

example:  

Setup: It takes money to make money. 

Punchline: Because you have to copy it really exactly. 

Let’s talk about that structure. When I said, ‘it takes money to make 

money,’ it seemed as if, and it was likely to be interpreted as, a serious remark, 

a real piece of information, perhaps about investment strategies or the like. It 

had the quality of seriousness, of factuality, of non-ironic information. There is 

nothing funny about that statement. But, when the punch line comes, retrospec-

tively, that set up is funny. That set up is funny because it has been recontex-

tualized by the pun on the word “make,” which is made to have more than one 

identity when put into a new context.  

The interesting thing here, most closely relevant to relation of identity 
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between Conventional and Ultimate in the Tiantai Three Truths, is that it is 

precisely by not being funny that the setup was funny. In other words, if it were 

already funny, if you didn’t take it seriously for at least a moment, the contrast 

between the two different meanings of this thing could never have clashed in 

the way that is necessary to make the laughter, to create the actual effect of hu-

morousness. We have a setup which is serious and a punch line which is funny, 

but when you look back at the setup from the vantage point of having heard the 

punchline, that setup is also funny. After all, we don’t say that just the punch 

line is funny. We say the whole joke is funny. The set up is funny, however, 

in the very strange mode of “not being funny yet.” It is only funny because it 

wasn’t funny.  This is the sense in which the Third Truth, the Mean, reveals the 

“identity” between Provisional Positing and Emptiness. Provisional Positing is 

Emptiness only inasmuch as it is the very opposite of Emptiness, the temporary 

exclusion of Emptiness. It is by being Non-Empty (i.e., something in particular) 

essence). Its Emptiness is present as Provisional Positing, and as any particular 

provisional posit, just as Humor is present in the deadpan setup as seriousness.   

This same form of “identity”—really neither identity nor difference, or both 

identity and difference—then applies at the meta-level between the Mean itself 

and the other Two Truths: they “are” the Mean precisely because they are not 

the Mean, because they are the two opposed extremes.

What is important here is to preserve both the contrast between the two 

and their ultimate identity in sharing the quality of humorousness that belongs 

to every atom of the joke considered as a whole, once the punch line has been 

revealed. The setup is serious, while the punchline is funny. The funniness of 

the punchline depends on the seriousness of the setup, and on the contrast and 

difference between the two. However, once the punchline has occurred, it is 

also the case that the setup is, retrospectively, funny. This also means that the 

original contrast between the two is both preserved and annulled: neither funni-

ness nor seriousness means the same thing after the punchline dawns, for their 

original meanings depended on the mutually exclusive nature of their defin-

ing contrast.  Is the setup serious or funny?  It is both: it is funny as serious, 

and serious as  funny.   Is the punchline serious or funny?   It is both, but in an 

interestingly different way. It is obviously funny, but is it also serious? Yes. 

Why?    Because now that the setup has occurred, both “funny” and “serious” 

have a different meaning. Originally, we thought that “funny” meant “what I 

laugh when I hear” or something like that, and “serious” meant “what gives me 

non-funny information” or something similar. But now we see that “funny” can 

also mean, “What I take to be serious, what I am not laughing about, what I am 

earnestly considering, or crying over, or bewailing even.” But this means also 

that “serious” means “what can turn out to be either funny or serious.” So both 

“funny” and “serious” now both mean “funny-and-serious, what can appear as 

both funny and serious.” Each is now a center that subsumes of the other; they 

are intersubsumptive. As a consequence, the old pragmatic standard of truth is 

applied more liberally here: all claims, statements and positions are true in the 

sense that all can, if properly recontextualized, lead to liberation—which is to 

say, to their own self-overcoming. Conversely, none will lead to liberation if not 

properly contextualized. 

All three of the Truths thus really refer to the same fact: conditionality it-

jia) means 

tinct from the conditioned, but heterogeneous among themselves, and hence no 

essence: it is not thus and so solely due to itself, but only thus and so with the 

within some arbitrarily limited horizon of relevance. Whatever it appears to be 
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is posited only provisionally, and since this applies to any essence-candidate, all 

determinations are only provisional posits, indicating no essences. Whatever is 

so is so merely “in a manner of speaking.”  All claims are implicitly parameter-

ized.11 The LNC is one way of describing this fact, which is the only real infor-

only in some but never in all manners of speaking; it is thus not unconditional, 

it is therefore not omnipresent and eternal, and there are other possible determi-

nations that will necessarily somewhere and sometime undermine this coher-

ence (which the LNC thus simply designates as belonging not to this entity but 

to other entities).   

Emptiness (kong

cal coherence is globally incoherent, that it is thus and so in some manners of 

speaking but not in others. There are always further parameters. If all param-

eters (senses, respects, times) were taken into account at once, and all applica-

tions and aspects brought to bear, the original coherence would vanish into 

ambiguity. The denial of the LNC is a way of expressing this fact, which is the 

only real information it gives: this coherence is not unconditional, it always 

necessarily arises with other contrary coherences that exclude and negate it, 

which thus belong as much or as little to its alleged essence as anything that 

may be claimed to be constitutively internal to it.

The Mean (zhong

Positing and Emptiness are alternate statements of the same fact, which is 

11   This means that every coherence is a local coherence: it remains coherent as such and 
    suchonly within a limited horizon of relevance (i.e., taking into account some but not all 

tion; its identity as this precise thing depends phenomenally on restricting the ways in 
which it is viewed, or the number of other factors which are viewed in tandem with it.

The Non-exclusive Mean (budanzhong

arising of any coherence is the arising of every other coherence, as any attempt 

will imply a further totality beyond it. Any coherence plus its constitutive con-

text is a new X, which requires, and thus in the same way again “is,” a further 

context, and so ad infinitum. Every globally incoherent local coherence sub-

sumes all other local coherences—which in turn subsume it, for the same rea-

son. Every subsuming is an intersubsumption. Each entity is readable as every 

other entity, as part of every other entity, and as the whole that subsumes all 

and all-pervaded as all-pervading.

.In Purely Logical Terms

DGP take a small number of Mahayana scriptural claims of this kind—i.e., 

that “the essence of all phenomena is essencelessness” and its parallel avatars, 

such as, “the ultimate truth is that there is no truth” and “the statement that 

‘reality is beyond all statements’ is a true statement about reality”—to be both 

logically coherent and literally true. Other, more local, paradoxes, on the other 

hand, which are also quite common in the literature, they take to be Conven-

tional Truths of the more traditional “Two Truths” kind: upayas, skillful means 

with a purely heuristic purpose, but not literally true. So for traditional Indo-Ti-

betan Mahayana, there are no literal truths that can be stated, but both “this cup 

is a cup” and “this cup is not a cup” would be conventional truths, appropriate 

for different soteriological contexts. “This cup is an elephant,” like “this cup is 

created as part of God’s plan,” would both be simple falsehoods. For DGP, in 

contrast, “this cup is a cup” is a conventional truth, while “this cup is not a cup” 

is an ultimately true paradox (the essence of a cup has the essence is essence-

lessness, and hence it is in essence not a cup), but “this cup is an elephant” is 
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not a truth, though it might be a useful upaya in some contexts.

In contrast, Tiantai, following the Chinese traditions outlines above, claims 

that contextualism, plus the holism thus entailed, plus the self-inclusion total-

ity paradoxes, equals infinite meanings for every meaning-candidate, infinite 

Contradiction (LNC) generally.  Ironically enough, the latter point is one of 

the few things all the parties to this dispute can agree upon, and it is something 

ing: we all agree that the LNC is not a uniquely privileged model for ontology.  

For the traditional Indo-Tibetan reading of the Two Truths, the LNC gives no 

true ontological information at all, as there is no true ontological information to 

tional Truth, which, for them, is ontologically irrelevant: only Ultimate Truth 

is, for them, “real” truth. For Tiantai, the LNC gives no ontological information 

except that expressed in Spinoza’s dictum: Determination is negation. It means 

simply that whatever is determinate is also conditional—basic Buddhism, in 

means only that for any condition that can be imagined, there is necessarily 

some other condition that is capable of excluding (negating, destroying) it, by 

. And this, lo and behold, says exactly the same thing that the denial 

of the LNC says: anything determinate necessarily entails its own negation, 

which is as inseparable from and constitutive of its being-what-it-is as anything 

else attributed to its essence. Here we have the shortest version to the Tiantai 

Three Truths: the LNC (X is X) and the anti-LNC (X is non-X) turn out to be 

synonyms. Provisional Positing ( jia) is precisely Emptiness ( kong), and 

this identity between them is the Mean zhong). All are simply ways of re-

describing the simple fact of conditionality, impermanence, non-self: dependent 

This has large implications for our understanding of LNC. The Law of 

Non-Contradiction is given by Aristotle in three forms, according to the ac-

cepted doxa: the ontological form, the logical form, and the psychological form.   

The “ontological version” (Metaphysics IV 3 1005b19–23) concerns what 

predicates can belong to the same subject. “The same attribute cannot at the 

same time belong and not belong to the same subject and in the same respect.”   

The logical version (Metaphysics IV 3 1011b13–14) concerns two contradic-

tory propositions: they cannot both be true at once. The psychological version 

(Metaphysics IV 3 1005b23–25) concerns two beliefs: one cannot believe both 

two contradictory claims at once. The latter two versions are dependent on the 

spect.” With these words, the entire principle is exposed as a world-historical 

instance of gerrymandering hand-waving.

What is a “respect”? A “respect in which something is asserted” is, per-

haps, a set of relations, or a context, specifying the items that are to be consid-

ered of relevance in this instance, abstracting one aspect or part of the item in 

question and addressing that alone, in separation from the other aspects or parts 

of that very same thing. How do we determinate which relations and how many 

of them get to count as a single “respect”? Answer: only those relations and 

contexts which render a non-contradictory set of predicates count as a single 

respect. Therefore, “in the same respect” is a circular condition. I allow only as 

much into a “respect” as can turn out to be non-contradictory. Whatever leads 

to a contradiction I simply relegate to another “respect.” The same can be said, 

mutatis mutandis, for what it means to say something is true “in one sense” 

and untrue “in another sense,” or even, more searchingly, is true “at one time” 
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and is untrue “at another time.” How long is one “time”? Unless moments are 

dimensionless simples, which I take to be impossible, the duration of a “time” 

much time can include a set of events that are non-contradictory in whatever 

sense is under examination will be what counts as a single time in that case.   

The Law of Non-Contradiction is true only in the same way that the “law” that 

there are 12 inches to a foot is true. Whatever exceeds 12 inches is considered 

part of the next foot. Metaphysicians are badly mistaken when they think that 

throughout the cosmos, however many billions of light-years away, we always 

It tells me nothing about the world, other than the conditionality of anything 

determinate (i.e., that there are always more inches than 12 available for count-

ing). The Law of Non-Contradiction does not tell me that the world, or any 

actual entity in the world, or any truth about the world, is non-contradictory. It 

just tells me that wherever I can describe two contrary characteristics as coexis-

tent in some composite, I will describe that coexistence as a non-contradictory 

complexity of a single entity, and whenever the elements in a composite entity 

fail to coexist, due to a conflict between them, I will simply define the ele-

ments as no longer belonging to a single entity. Since all Mahayana Buddhists 

agree that there are no simples, and that “entities” are not a natural kind, that 

the boundaries that serve to determine what counts as “this entity” as opposed 

these Buddhists. Whatever exists is composite—i.e., in some sense or other 

contradictory, both “this” and “something other than this.”  The sense in which 

it is not contradictory is a description of the coexistence of these differences 

and the (not uniquely warranted) judgment that these are in fact a single entity 

rather than two or more entities. 

Is it an accident that a single proposition allows of many “respects”? That 

thing can be described in more ways than one? That propositions admit of 

more than one “sense” in which they can be understood? Or is it a constitutive 

condition of meaning that there is always more than one respect? To establish 

the latter, which is the Tiantai claim, we need to show that the presence of any 

single respect necessarily implies the presence of another respect—that seeing 

something in a particular way entails the ability to also see it in other ways, that 

viewing something within some given set of parameters necessarily implies the 

possibility of other, excluded, parameters, that one context always implies other 

contexts. And this can be established, I claim, purely on the basis of considering 

what constitutes a respect—namely, a context. To specify a respect or sense in 

which something is meant is to allow some among all possible contextualizing 

factors to enter the consideration of this thing, to serve as the relevant context, 

while excluding others. Hence it necessarily comes with the simultaneous pres-

ence of other alternate contexts. Even “the whole” is a selective context to the 

extent that it is meaningful at all, i.e., to the extent that it excludes something, 

verse” is to neglect to view it in the way it might appear in light of the changed 

prorioties and effectivities that all the items in its local context would bring to 

it, even if those same items, otherwise contextualized, would also appear in the 

in non-paradoxical terms, as the DGP paradoxes establish. In Tiantai terms, this 

To be specifiable is to be contrasted to something, to be the case sometimes 

and in some case but not in all. Determination is negation; to be determinate is 

to be non-all. The all, therefore, cannot be determinate—even as “the all.” If 
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the largest context is thus incapable of maintaining any single identity which is 

true simpliciter  rather than “in some contexts, in some sense,” then the same 

will be true for every other proposition. Every claim implies a relation to the 

whole, to the unconditional, but the unconditional is definitionally devoid of 

can say nothing about the unconditional, or about the universe as such, but we 

can at least say that heat causes water to boil—i.e., make local claims about 

conditional facts.”  “Heat causes water to boil” actually entails the claim that “the 

universe is such that heat causes water to boil.” If no fact can be established 

about the universe, in the sense of the whole beyond which nothing exists and 

thus as the unconditional, we cannot say “the universe is such that heat causes 

water to boil,” and thus cannot say “heat causes water to boil” as if it were sim-

pliciter truth. It is true, but it, like every other possible proposition, is only true 

“in some sense, in some respects.”

The other argument used by Aristotle and his admirers is an even more 

disgraceful bit of desperate hand-waving. It is admitted to be undemonstrable, 

because circular: any attempt to demonstrate it assumes it in advance. But then, 

lo and behold, this circularity, which in all other cases is used as an argument 

against the validity of a claim, is used as an argument for its absolute certainty.    

First there is some name-calling and threats against those who deny it: they 

are uneducated, they are fools, they are not worth our time. Then there is the 

suggestion that it is an axiom which must be accepted on faith, like the axioms 

of mathematics—you can’t prove everything, gosh! For it is claimed that the 

law of non-contradiction is assumed in argument, and that no discussion can 

proceed without assuming it. This may be true. But it amounts to no more than 

saying that when certain north American contractors buy and sell lumber by the 

foot, they are also assuming 12 inches to the foot, and otherwise no business 

could be done. Other people talk differently at other times—poets, madmen, 

non-logicians—and their talk proceeds and has effects in the world just as much 

as do the discussions of those who, temporarily and in some contexts, decide to 

adhere to the law of non-contradiction.   

Sometimes it is argued that for someone to argue for a position at all, and 

therefore to be involved in the conversation, presupposes that he believes there 

is a difference between his opponent accepting his view and not accepting it.   

This objection is addressed by point 3 above, to be further explained below.

Sometimes it is claimed that the behavior of people proves that they do 

accept the law of non-contradiction. The care I take when I cross the street 

seems to mean that I accept that there is a real difference between being hit by 

a car and not being hit by a car. But this is not denied by the denier of the law 

of non-contradiction. All that is denied is that this cannot coexist with a simul-

taneous belief that there is no relevant difference between the two. If I want X 

and also don’t want X, my behavior may sometimes, under some conditions 

(random or non-random) display my desire for X. The claim is simply that this 

is not the whole story about what I desire. It is far from implausible to say, for 

example, that I both desire to die and desire to avoid death. This is where the 

metaphysical version of the LNC comes in: its defender will say “I desire to 

die in one respect—or at some times—and I desire not to die in other respects, 

or at other times.” So again, the psychological version of the LNC depends on 

contradiction itself, and so the entire principle collapses into meaningless ger-

rymandering. This of course rests on the claim that any other attempt to specify 

what constitutes a “time” and a “respect” in isolation of an explicit appeal to 

non-contradictoriness will, when closely examined, reveal that it presupposes a 

on—something I can only assert but not exhaustively demonstrate in the limited 

space allotted here.
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In Buddhist terms, we may say simply that “respects” or “senses” or 

“contexts” do not have self-natures. Or, if DGP prefer, their self-nature, like 

anything else, is to have no-self nature. They have no single unambiguous, 

true-in-all-context boundaries that define contexts as having just this set of 

characteristics and no others. We may see here why it is that Buddhist think-

ers in particular have an insight into the non-ultimacy of the LNC: the LNC is 

between “this” and “something else,” how much of the total swath of experi-

ence is separated off as one thing as opposed to another. That is, we usually de-

consistently and as not contradicting each other; where the contradictions start, 

we ipso facto consider a new thing to have begun.”  “Same thing” in Aristotle’s 

definition is as problematic as “same respect” and “same time,” and for the 

same12 reason.   “Real entity” and “LNC” are two alternate descriptions of the 

tity entails also a rejection of the LNC. Contexts must themselves be contextu-

alized to be the contexts they are. Contextual accounts of truths necessitate ho-

lism, and holism has no non-arbitrary stopping point. The most comprehensive 

holism is self-undermining, as the self-reference and self-inclusion paradoxes 

show. Conventional truth cannot be kept safe from the ravages of contradictory 

Ultimate Truth. The contexts which warrant conventional truths are infected by 

the contradiction that affects the universal Ultimate Truths. But not to worry: all 

My claim is that parameterization is intrinsic to the simple act of mak-

12  And this applies to this “same” as well. See point 5 above.

ing two statements, even two non-contradictory statements, about “the same” 

thing. To play with a very old Chinese example, if I have a white horse before 

me, and I say “it is white” and also “it is a horse,” the sense in which it is white 

is not the sense in which it is a horse. What makes it true that it is white is not 

what makes it true that it is a horse. In one sense it is a horse, in one sense it is 

white. Horse is the answer to one kind of question about it, while white is the 

answer to another. It is in the context of someone’s concern with color that it is 

correctly (usefully, successfully) called white. It is in the context of someone’s 

concern with animal taxonomy (say) that is it correctly (usefully, successfully) 

called horse.  

So it cannot be that “there is an absolute truth, and there is no absolute 

truth” are meant “in the same way,” for no two statements can ever be meant in 

“the same” way, if “same” is meant to signify something radically distinct from 

“different.” The point is that a statement always brings with it its own way of 

being true, its own parameters, and parameterizing is literally unavoidable. So 

the issue is not whether or not the paradoxes are parameterized, but in what way 

they are so, and with what consequences. The issue is not what is true or what is 

false—the answer to that is thoroughly trivial: everything is true and everything 

is false. The meaningful question, on the contrary, is always: in what sense (in 

what respects) true, in what sense false?

What prevents logical chaos, and the arbitrary changing of reference, is 

purely pragmatic and social. It would be trivially true to say: in a sense, it is 

raining in Singapore right now, and in a sense it is not. (In some locales within 

what is conventionally designated as “Singapore” rain is falling, in some it is 

not—an email from someone in a non-raining part saying “It is not raining here 

in Singapore today [as opposed to yesterday]” would be valid.) It is only slight-

ly less trivial to say, in the traditional Buddhist sense, that in one sense, there is 

no rain falling anywhere in Singapore, and in another sense, this is not true (i.e., 
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in a sense there is no such thing as rain: in the Buddhist “no-essence” sense).   

In this same sense, there is or is not such a self-identical thing as “Singapore”: 

the space designated on the map is called, conventionally, Singapore, but in 

another sense this is just a name, all that is there is really soil and buildings and 

people and molecules and energy, etc. However, our soteriologically condi-

tioned social and pragmatic concerns allow us to apply the appropriate context 

for any particular speech act. No logical armeggedon ensues. What constitutes 

linguistic competence here is not always using these terms in the same sense, 

but being able to switch seamlessly from one context, and one sense, to another.   

What Tiantai adds to this rather trivial set of considerations is that the same can 

apply to other metaphorical applications, providing other senses that are equally 

valid, and for exactly the same reason: it is not just that X exists in one sense 

and does not exist in another sense, but that X is in a sense an example of Y and 

Z and G and L. Singapore is Sparta. The DMV in Cleveland Ohio is Singapore.  

or the dog-park, or Michael Jackson, or a new kind of fat-free yogurt. Use your 

imagination.

Even the DGP paradoxes are, thus, parameterized; the issue is whether the 

parameters are 1) ultimately separable and 2) hierarchical. Tiantai says no to 

both.   “In one sense” there is an essence, “in another sense” there is no essence, 

and so mutatis mutandis. But the Tiantai view may be restated as the claim that 

reality itself is parameterized. The attempt to separate these parameters into 

neat and perfectly determinate, self-contained units, with no overlap, is primal 

ignorance: the attempt to provide a self-nature, which is to provide unequivo-

account of what a boundary is, which is, according to the Tiantai understanding 

available respects in which valid descriptions of any given item can be made, 

cannot be non-arbitrarily limited. Because there are unlimited senses in which 

something can be so, there are unlimited truths. Because these sense are insepa-

rable, however, each truth leads beyond itself to other truths—and this, on the 

Tiantai view, is what alone makes any of them qualify as a “truth.”

We may conclude from this that the question “what is true and what is 

false” is a not very interesting and not very important question. Instead of ask-

ing of any given proposition, “Is it true or false?” we stipulate as a trivial matter 

of course that it is both true and false, neither true nor false—every proposition 

is in some sense true and in some sense false, in some contexts true and in some 

contexts false, under some parameters true and under some parameters false.  

These are rhetorical matters having to do with how we wish to, and can get 

others to agree to, describe other descriptions. But this gets us nowhere inter-

“In what way is it true and in what way is it false?  In what contexts true and in 

what contexts false? To what speakers true and to what speakers false? In how 

many contexts true and in how many contexts false? How often true and how 

often false? With what algorithm of probability true and with what algorithm of 

probability false? When true and when false? To what degree true and to what 

degree false? To what end true and to what end false?” For Tiantai holds, like 

Hegel, that anything that exists in any sense (i.e., anything that is at all avail-

able for discussion, even for the question about whether or not it exists) is ipso 

facto self-contradictory, and is inherently always in the process of destroying it-

self from within. Unlike Hegel, however, the Tiantai does not hold that this dis-

that this is precisely what makes it real and true. Hegel still holds to the LNC 

conception of what something would have to be like to be true: it would have to 

be non-self-contradictory and non-self-destructive. Tiantai rejects this claim, on 

the basis of the its understanding of upaya and the Three Truths.
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It is important to note here that this means that Tiantai rejects the bivalence 

of truth not only about external facts in the world, but also about one’s own be-

liefs, and indeed rejects the very claim that there is a simple, consistent, univo-

cal fact-of-the-matter about one’s own beliefs. One’s own thoughts are no more 

transparent to oneself nor ontologically unambiguous than anything else; there 

is always more to them than one can see at any one time.13 To put this in Bud-

dhalogical terms: DGP accepts, with Nagarjuna, that “there is not the slightest 

difference between samsara and Nirvana” (MMK 25:19-20). They interpret this 

to mean that what is regarded as samsara when viewed causally is identical to 

what is viewed, non-causally, as Nirvana (MMK 25:9).  The VSP accepts this 

claim, but along with the Nagarjuna of the Sinitic traditions (Nagarjuna as the 

author not only of the MMK but also putatively of the Dazhidulun ) 

and the Tiantai tradition, that the same applies also to these views themselves: 

not only is there no difference between Nirvana and Samsara, there is also no 

difference between delusion and enlightenment (klesa and bodhi) and between 

karma and liberation. Tiantai rejects the dualism not only concerning the refer-

ent of the Two Truths, but also concerning the senses in which they are true; 

samsara and nirvana are not just two “different” views of “the same” thing. Ac-

cording to Tiantai, this neat division of same and difference falls with the same 

blow as all self-nature views. The non-duality applies to the ways-of-viewing 

as well as to that-which-is-viewed. To make sense of this, the Tiantai tradition 

adopts an interpretation of the Saddharmapundarikasutra (The Lotus Sutra) that 

rejects the self-nature not only of things but also of views of things, whereby, 

13  Indeed, the VSP is tempted to speculate that the whole idea that one “believes either X or
 non-X,” simpliciter, is an distant cultural consequence of a demand that one identify one
 self as either a believer or non-believer in a particular doctrine, with eternal consequences,
 and with it a notion of the soul or mind as a completely consistent single entity which is 
 either in or out.

self, equally validly describable as holding the beliefs of a bodhisattva or indeed 

the non-beliefs of a Buddha.14 This bears directly also on the interpretation of 

MMK 23:6 (the Buddha preaches both Self and non-Self) and MMK 18.8 (“Ev-

erything is real, everything is unreal, everything is both real and unreal, every-

thing is neither real nor unreal—thus do the Buddhas teach.”) For Indo-Tibetan 

Buddhists, these passages would lend themselves to one of two explanations: 1) 

they describe Ultimate Truth (which is that rare real-contradiction, and which is 

the only real truth properly speaking, i.e., in the fully minimalist sense of truth 

simpliciter), or 2) they are neatly parameterized descriptions of the Two Truths 

concerning the mechanics of teaching, which Indo-Tibetan Buddhism regards 

as a matter completely separable from the question of truth, whereby “Every-

thing is unreal” and “non-self” are Ultimate Truth (i.e., the contradictory claim 

that the reality of everything is their unreality, their nature of naturelessness) 

while the other statements describe Conventional Truths used in pedagogy.   

For Tiantai, on the contrary, these are descriptions of Ultimate Truth which is 

also Conventional Truth: the Three Truths. To say “Everything is real” on this 

reading entails that every possible proposition is true, including such things as 

“a square circle is mamboing through Toledo” and “all penguins are humming 

nuances” and so on. The traditional Indo-Tibetan reading seems to restrict the 

sense of the “everything” in this context to “what really exists” or “what is pos-

sible,” which is, on the Tiantai view, circular. It amounts to saying “everything 

that is real is both real and not real, and neither, etc.—as for the stuff that is not 

real, we have nothing to say about it, and of these four (real, not real, both, nei-

ther) it doesn’t get to be real, both and neither: it is just not real.” The Tiantai 

14 In addition, the VSP holds, incidentally, that Dogen’s theory of time as expressed in his 
Uji and elsewhere is an alternate expression of this Tiantai doctrine, designed to account
for the non-duality of truth and falsity, delusion and enlightenment, in terms of the mutual 
inclusion of the times in which these apparently mutually-exclusive mental events occur.
 



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊

What Does the Law of Non-Contradiction Tell Us, If Anything?
Paradox, Parameterization and Truth in Tiantai Buddhism440 441

reading is that the “everything” here can only non-circularly mean “anything at 

all that might be adduced for consideration by any sentient being as a candidate 

for either reality or non-reality.”

And so we may say that Tiantai accepts a contextualist view of truth, but 

adds to this a rejection of the possibility of bivalent truths about what consti-

tutes a “context.” Contexts too are devoid of intrinsic nature. It is incoherent to 

speak of any statement belonging simply to one set of contexts and not others.  

Contextualism entails holism, because each context must itself be contexual-

ized before it can be assigned the character of being “this context and no other.”   

This means that it is impossible to non-arbitrarily limit the horizon of relevant 

contexts pertaining to any candidate for a truth claim. All statements are in all 

contexts. All contexts can themselves be recontextualized into other contexts, 

thus changing the manner in which they are able to disambiguate that which 

they contextualize. In the simplest instance, this can be thought of temporally, 

as it is in the original Lotus Sutra elaborations from which the Tiantai position 

is partially derived: the identity of A in context C is changed when C is itself 

retrospectively recontextualized by E. The lines dividing contexts are not natu-

ral kinds “existing” simpliciter in the world.

Tiantai thus claims that all beliefs, including its own, are never true sim-

pliciter, but are always true in a certain sense, which is the only sense in which 

anything is ever coherently true. In response to the question, “Ok, so there are 

no non-parameterized truths simpliciter, truth is pragmatic, truth is expressiv-

ist, truth is self-cancelling—is that true?” the VSP answers, “Yes, but. It is true, 

but not simpliciter, it is pragmatically true, it is true in a sense, it is true under 

certain parameters, it is true in that it expresses a viewpoint, it is true in that 

it is self canceling.” The questioning might continue: “Is it true that there is a 

viewpoint it expresses? Is it true that it self-cancels? Is it true that expression 

takes place? Is it true that there are parameters?” Tiantai will again answer, “Yes, 

but….” Tiantai holds that it is “yes, but….” all the way down. Indeed, it is quite 

all right to say that there is an absolute truth (the “yes” part), and Tiantai even 

there is always also a “but….” part. The Tiantai position, expressed so much 

more elegantly in the Three Truths, has always been that every statement is at 

once an absolute truth simpliciter, and that every statement is not an absolute 

truth, and that these are in fact merely alternate ways of stating the same fact.  

Tiantai thus vehemently denies that its position leads to “epistemological 

anarchism,” with which it has sometimes been charged. Propositions are still 

true or false unproblematically with respect to any alleged particular contexts, 

i.e., to the extent that the presuppositions of the framing of the question can 

seem for awhile to be itself contextualized by certain shared assumptions. It’s 

just that “the extent to which” this is true is always limited and revisable; in-

deed, this revisability is entailed in the very act of contextualizing.

What is truth?

be found already in the basic proto-  doctrine of early Buddhism, e.g., in 

the parable of the raft and the parable of the arrow, we have a strictly delimited 

sense of what it will mean to call statements true within the context of Buddhist 

doctrine. Buddhism is, in this vision, a thousand per cent pragmatic in its ap-

proach to truth. The question of what kinds of statements may count as legiti-

mate is the only standard of truth in this Buddhism, and this is thoroughly de-

termined by the overriding soteriological aims of the entire Buddhist tradition. 

solely in terms of their utility 

for the goal of diminishing suffering. That means that both Buddhist epistemol-

ogy and Buddhist ethics are thoroughgoingly pragmatic: what is true is what 

is conducive to ending suffering, and what is good is action that is conducive 
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to ending suffering. In Pali Buddhism, we may conceive these along the lines 

delineated in the parable of the raft: what helps one get across is good, is useful, 

is valid, is to be clung to for the duration of one’s journey. What is on the other 

shore is neither true nor untrue, neither good nor bad; all such terms pertain 

only to the intermediate realm of what is relevant for the goal of ending suffer-

ing—and of course this means mainly Buddhist doctrines and practices. This 

is the realm where it is meaningful to speak of good and bad or true and false, 

and in which one is pragmatically faced with a choice between them. True is 

different from false, as clinging to the raft is different from sinking. But this has 

nothing to do with contradiction; it has to do with utility in the goal of ending 

views about reality.15

Two Truths model, we have the same structure expanded and articulated with 

greater precision. Here too “conduciveness to ending suffering” is the sole cri-

Buddhist doctrines (Four Noble Truths, no-self, nirvana, suffering, dependent 

co-arising, etc.). The criterion for including both of these under the heading of 

“truth” is exactly the same: not that they correspond to an external reality or 

can be consistently unpacked without self-contradiction, but that speaking and 

acting in accordance with them is conducive to the ending of suffering. Without 

15 It should be noted as well that the endeavor to end suffering is itself something one may 
choose to embark upon or not; Buddhism is good and true only to the extent that the libera
tion from suffering is one’s goal. It may be that all goals can be (not “must be”) reduced 
to this goal—all human activity can be seen (not “must be seen”) as various attempts to 
reduce suffering in one way or another. But this is different from asserting that something 
that is useful for this goal is true or good outside of the context of having adopted this goal 
explicitly.

ordinary language, it is impossible to give instructions on how to end suffering, 

to point out the problem of suffering, to point out the doctrines and practices of 

Buddhism, even those that contradict them.   

 Then there is ultimate truth. Ultimate truth cannot be spoken or con-

ceptualized, but can only be experienced: it is the end of suffering itself, libera-

tion of mind, rather than any cognitive information about the world. Libera-

tion of mind is not allegiance to any picture of how the world is. In fact, it is 

any state of affairs, falls with the belief in self-nature. For “being-so” would 

have to be something that is warranted by the state of affairs itself, acting as a 

denies. The state of affairs would be the cause, the fact that the state of affairs 

is thus and so, is unambiguously one way or another, would be the effect—a 

Abidhamma on. “This cup is red” means “this cup alone is the cause of the red-

ness attributed to the cup.” Essence is single-handed-causality. Emptiness of es-

sence really means simply ontological ambiguity: not the usual epistemological 

ambiguity, where we assume that in itself each thing is simply what it is, but our 

perception of it is vague or admits of multiple readings; rather, ontological am-

biguity, where any possible something is in and of itself incapable of simply be-

ing one way or another to the exclusion of other ways, where to be is to be am-

is one way 

or another, is this or that, in isolation from a relation to other things—are shown 

to be incoherent, and actually meaningless. We are told not to “cling to” the 

view of Emptiness, that to regard Emptiness as a view describing how things 

really are is worse than self-views as vast as Mt. Sumeru (as the Vimalakirti-

nirdesa Sutra says). Those who cling to the view of Emptiness are declared 
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incurable (MMK 13:8). Emptiness is the ultimate truth, but understood in terms 

of the DZDL, “emptiness” is only the highest (i.e., most powerfully effective) 

conventional truth.  Emptiness is itself not a description of any facts, and re-

garded as a description it is merely a conventional truth. Ultimate truth is nei-

ther “emptiness” nor “not-emptiness.” These are, as they say, mere “concepts.” 

But a concept of a certain type (a “true” one) is precisely what we normally 

call a truth: a proposition about what predicates actually, unambiguously, in all 

contexts, from all perspectives, apply to a particular entity: the essence or marks 

of that thing, which it alone, simply by being what it is, makes so. This is what 

“objective” means: that things are so on their own, without the participation of 

some other, some observer, some perspective. To regard the cup as red, or as 

empty, is clinging, is delusion. Redness is something that emerges momentarily 

through the cooperation of the cup and my cognitive apparatus. Emptiness, as 

a concept, is also something that emerges momentarily through the cooperation 

of the world and my cognitive apparatus. To regard reality as contradictory, or 

non-contradictory, is delusion. Clinging to emptiness, attachment to empti-

ness means no more and no less than regarding emptiness as objectively true. 

“Clinging” and “regarding something to be objectively [i.e., more than prag-

matically] true” are synonyms. There is of course an obvious self-contradiction 

here, the usual relativism paradox: is it true that there is no truth? The answer 

conducive for the liberation from suffering of living beings. Contradiction is no 

objection to this kind of truth.16   

This gives us a crucial further criterion for conventional truth. Convention-

al truth is what is conducive to the end of suffering. The end of suffering is the 

16 Another contradiction: is it always true that this way of talking and viewing is conducive
to ending suffering? This is where, as we shall see shortly, Tiantai provides a further 
insight.

end of all statements and views. So conventional truth is precisely those views 

that are conducive to ending all views. Like the raft, they are self-transcending, 

and this alone is the criterion of what makes any statement count as a truth at 

all. If it did not contradict itself, it would not be a truth. That is, if, when taken 

literally and fully unpacked, it allowed one to continue to cling to it as a consis-

tent statement about how the world really is, it would ipso facto not be a truth—

i.e., a conventional truth, a statement or belief that leads to its own overcoming.    

And conventional truth is the only kind of truth that is describable or speakable 

at all. Hence: only those statements and beliefs which lead to their own self-

cancellation are true. Only self-contradictions are true.

Note that here too not all statements are yet included in conventional truth.   

What is excluded is cosmological theories, statements meant to be taken liter-

ally about how the world is, how the world began, what the world is made of.   

These are not conventional truths, much less ultimate truths, because they do 

not lead to their own self-overcoming, they do not encode their own demise.  

They claim to be literal representations of how the world really is, without 

not contradict themselves, they cannot 

be truths.

lens of the  theory of the Lotus Sutra. This changes things decisively, and 

in ways that are quite relevant to our current discussion. Simply stated, if we 

three cat-

just plain false statements, like the metaphysical and religious theories of non-

Buddhists, absolutist claims of science, etc.—all theory, in short; 2) untheorized 

common sensical everyday language, which says I and you and cause and ef-

fect but without claiming a theory or systematic objective worldview to unpack 

them consistently, fuzzy around the edges; and 3) Buddhist rhetoric. The criteri-
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on of truth, recall, was “what is conducive to liberation from suffering”—which 

means, what will, if given full play, contradict and cancel itself, serving as a 

vehicle by which to pass beyond itself, like a raft. So 2 and 3 are both truths 

(Conventional Truth), while 1 is just false. Ultimate Truth, on the other hand, 

is

Tiantai, however, this same criterion is now applied across the boards. Category 

1 also can serve as a raft—and in fact, all purported metaphysical systems, 

while claiming to arrive at a consistent, non-self-contradictory complete objec-

tive view of the universe, can all be shown to fail in their own terms: they can 

be shown to contradict themselves when taken absolutely seriously and when 

method to perform these reductio-ad-adsurdums on all existing theories. But 

these are not to show that they are false; this is precisely what shows that they 

are true!   For “true,” as we’ve seen, means simply, “capable of leading beyond 

itself, capable of destroying itself, conducive to the move beyond all clinging 

shown to involve contradictions, it is shown to be a conventional truth rather 

than a mere falsehood: it serves as a raft to the abandoning of views. Further-

more, categories 2 and 3 are also not always

sentient beings with infinite differing needs, and in some circumstances one 

view will work (i.e., will bring about both its own cancellation and the elimi-

nation of all other views) while in other circumstances others will work. Even 

“ordinary speech” and “Emptiness” are not always  true (for true means only 

“conducive to….”). All three categories can serve as rafts leading beyond them-

selves, while none of them always does so. So the Buddha preaches self and 

non-self, not because one is conventional and the other is ultimate truth: both 

are conventional truths, meaning both can, in given circumstances, lead to the 

dropping of both views. Neither is intrinsically more true than the other (for to 

be “intrinsically” anything would be to have a self-nature). Hence we have the 

other enormous change in Tiantai: ultimate truth is no longer “beyond” conven-

tional truth, no longer a “higher” truth. They are equal, and in fact the very idea 

of “ultimate truth” is itself a conventional truth. However, they are not only 

equal.  The most radical Tiantai move is that conventional and ultimate truth are 

identical. They have exactly the same content. Whatever is conventional truth is 

also ultimate truth, and vice versa.  And this is the only kind of truth there is. 

This point is illustrated nicely in the Tiantai interpretation of the story of 

the lost son from the Lotus Sutra (chapter 4).  The key point to note here, in the 

context of our present discussion, is, as Zhiyi points out, that the status of the 

ruths 

schema of Emptiness theory, the “raft” model, where the means are transcended 

and discarded once the goal is reached. The resources of the estate are  what the 

a youth, had been separated from his father, went off on his own, became lost. The 

Instead he settles in a certain town and becomes very rich. Meanwhile the son has to 
fend for himself, and lives hand to mouth in extreme poverty, taking whatever odd jobs 
come his way. In his wanderings, quite by chance, he eventually comes to the gate of his 
father’s opulent mansion. He is greatly intimidated by the splendor of this palatial estate, 
seeing nothing there that seems remotely relatable to his own condition; this is someone 
as different from himself as imaginable, someone with who he has nothing at all in com
mon.   Indeed, he fears this must be a king of some sort, a person of great authority and 

as possible. The father, instantly recognizing this broken impoverished man at the gate  
ashis own long lost son, is overjoyed. He sends his servants to apprehend him—but the 

and is in no condition to take in the news, he devises a “skillful means”: the son is al
lowed to return to the poor part of town, and two ragged looking messengers are sent, pre
tending to be looking randomly for cheap day laborers, paid at the minimum wage. This 
the son can accept; it accords with his own concept of himself and his worth. He takes 
the job, and works shoveling out manure for 20 years. For Zhiyi’s interpretation, see 
Fahuawenju
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On the contrary, these are the inheritence! This means that what one is enlight-

ened to when one is enlightened is not the dropping away of all skillful means, 

the letting go of the raft, the transcendence of all determinate phenomenal con-

cepts, ideas, practices, forms. Rather, these things are the very content of en-

lightenment. Enlightenment is not the renunciation of skillful means.  Enlight-

enment is the mastery of all skillful means, the integration of skillful means, the 

more thorough possession of them rather than the discarding or elimination of 

them. Conventional truth is not what you renounce when you reach Ultimate 

Truth, as in the parable of the raft and the Two Truths theory. The Other Shore 

to which the raft rafts us, allowing us to renounce the raft, turns out to be anoth-

rafting on these rafts, are like all other entities only raft-rafting rafts. Conven-

tional Truth is what you get when you reach Ultimate Truth.   The content of the 

two is the same. Ultimate Truth is simply a name for the totality of conventional 

truths, and the virtuosic mastery of being able to move from one conventional 

truth to another unobstructedly, as the situation demands, the comprehension of 

each, as it were, “versions” of each other. Ultimate truth is the non-obstruction 

between conventional truths, the fact that they all interpenetrate, that in their 

non-absoluteness each is simply a different way of saying what the others say.   

of their apparent oppositeness (e.g., you are a poor worker, you are a rich son).      

Like Zhuangzi, from which I have argued this view partially derives, the 

Tiantai position involves a radical multiperspectivism. It denies the implied goal 

of both Indo-Tibetan Buddhism dogmatics and all of Indo-European philoso-

phy: to get everyone to agree about what is right and what is good. The Tiantai 

view, like that of the second chapter of the Zhuangzi and indeed like the second 

chapter of the Laozi (“When all the world sees the good as the good….”) is that 

titude toward truth, which in some ways stands so close to the epistemological 

expressivism of the Tiantai view, actually serves to take truth entirely off the 

table as a topic of debate and therefore enforces a dogmatic conformity. DGP, 

like all arguments for univocal truth in ethics or metaphysics, seem to want 

standardization. Tiantai stands in fervent opposition to this program.   

Does this lead to “epistemological anarchism,” or “logical armageddon,” 

the explosion of truths? Not at all. The controls are exactly the same as they 

are in the more monolithic contextualism of pre-Tiantai Conventional Truth.   

2+2=4 is true in certain contexts (probably 99.9999 per cent of all possible 

contexts), in that it is useful in communicating, and in making calculations 

for building stuff in some precincts of the universe at least, which are crucial 

for communicating liberating attachment-neutralizers. Its truth is dependent 

upon prior acceptance by large communities of sentient beings with whom one 

wishes to communicate, and with those “beings” sentient and insentient in that 

precinct of the universe that behave accordingly. The only difference is that we 

do not assume that all sentient beings think in the same ways, or share in the 

same convictions and desires, nor do we see any reason for imposing a norma-

tive value on which particular kinds of conventions they use, since these are 

of their shared efficacy within communities. If there are subcultures that for 

whatever reason see 2+2=5, rather than just saying they are insane or trying to 

can be construed as provisionally true (=attachment-undermining) and to com-

municate liberating truths in terms of the premise that 2+2=5 (including, of 

course, showing the senses in which that claim is false, just as they would for 
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2+2=4).   There is no reason to assume in advance whether there do or do not 

exist such weird communities. The only other difference is the way in which 

these alternate systems of conventional truth, alternate “respects” or “senses” in 

which something might be asserted, are related. They are fuzzy edged, a com-

plete separation between them cannot be coherently constructed any more than 

can any other two putatively separate entities, they are inseparable from one an-

other, they collapse into one another, they entail and reduce to one another, they 

are aspects of the Truth of the Mean, which is simply the free and unobstructed 

convertibility between all possible conventional truths.

Another problem which DGP themselves point out is that the use of re-

ductio ad adsurdum arguments ceases to make sense on their account. On the 

Tiantai account, however, they make perfect sense: an opponent’s view that is 

shown, via a reductio argument, to self-destruct on its own premises is being 

shown to be a good raft: this is exactly what it’s supposed to do. It is a conven-

tional truth which leads beyond itself by destroying itself: this is precisely what 

makes it an ultimate truth, and also an instantiation of the Mean, the Absolute.   

Its refutation is a way of showing that it too is an , and hence is the ulti-

mate truth. To refute it is to set it to work as an attachment-underminer, con-

tinuing the process it has laudably started and allowing it to go on to do all the 

truth-work of which it is capable.

 For Tiantai, “conventional truth” means “anything that can be conducive 

views of objectivity.” Not “will” or “must,” but “can.” For no idea, not even 

“Emptiness,” always conduces thereto. It is situational, and this is the sole cri-

is a conventional truth: anything can, under the right conditions, dislodge an at-

tachment and lead to reduced suffering. Nothing always does so, but everything 

without exception, in the right context, can do so. Everything without excep-

tion is therefore a conventional truth. But conventional truth, as we just saw, 

is in Tiantai not merely a means to ultimate truth, but is ultimate truth itself. 

Ultimate truth is just the coexistence and maximally skillful application of any 

and all conventional truths. Since everything is conventional truth, everything 

is ultimate truth. But they are ultimate truth because of their interpenetration 

and mutual non-obstruction, because what would be mutually exclusive if taken 

as “truths” in the sense of “corresponding to how things really are, simpliciter, 

independently of any other factors including experiencers of them as such” 

are now seen to be true in the sense of “conducive to liberation from suffering 

sometimes.” This renders their coexistence not only possible, but necessary for 

ultimate truth. Ultimate truth is the copresence of what would, on the naïve re-

inter-

changeability of the two apparently contradictory forms of conventional truth.   

I conclude then that the question about whether the contradictory state-

ments in Mahayana literature are meant to be true statements or are meant 

merely as therapeutic  to undermine attachments while making no claims 

about reality is, from a Tiantai point of view, infelicitously constructed. For 

these two alternatives are synonymous. Truth means nothing but “undermining 

attachments,” and conventional truths are ultimate truths. Put otherwise, thera-

peutic measures are our only descriptions of “how the world is.” For truth in 

Tiantai is always truth about delusion, for it is only delusion that provides any 

determinate content to experience.  Enlightened experience (“truth”) is also full 

a priorly existing delusion and delusion-derived determinacies and differentia-

tions, which are its sole raw material—not some reality-as-it-is untouched by 

any (deluded) consciousness. And of course this point is encoded emphatically 

in the main textbook slogans of Tiantai tradition: the Three Truths and inherent 
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entailment (or The Three Thousand as Each Moment of Experience )   

The Three Truths are provisional positing, emptiness and the mean ( ).   

Provisional positing is conventional truth. It means that any determinate thing is 

determinate, is what it is, only locally, only due to its particular causal anteced-

ents, constituent parts and conceptual context. It is locally coherent. Emptiness 

is the lack of any self-warranted determinacy; nothing is what it is just because 

it is what it is, not just its becoming so but also the fact that it is presently so is 

so only in dependence on its cooperation with at least one “other” thing—again, 

causal antecedents, constitutent parts and conceptual context. But if we examine 

be incoherent as long as we assume that this “it” simply is what it is to the ex-

clusion of the not-it. This being the case, it is neither it nor not it, nor anything 

else—it is ontologically ambiguous. It is, in fact, globally incoherent: when all 

factors are taken into account, its original identity vanishes. It is obvious, how-

ever, that these two apparently opposed and contradictory claims (X is coher-

ent as X, X is not coherent as X) are not two separate facts about X, but are just 

two alternate ways of stating one and the same fact: the dependent co-arisen 

nature of its Xness, its identity-derived-from-relation. As mentioned earlier, this 

is also the only ontological information given by the LNC: that whatever is de-

to be coherent at all.  The LNC is, properly understood, another way of saying 

that all things that exist are necessarily self-contradictory! This is both its (local) 

coherence and (global) incoherence. Any (local) coherence, examined closely, 

turns out to be (globally) incoherent. Hence all conventional truths turn out to 

be ultimate truths, leading beyond themselves. But the Mean, the third truth, is 

precisely the intersubsumption of these two truths, their synonymity. And that 

is the truth about things: that for any X to exist simply means for its Xness to 

be another word for its nonXness. Not only are contradictions possible in real-

ity.  They are the sole mark of reality. Whatever is is its own self-contradiction, 

and this alone makes it real—not  merely conventionally real, but intrinsically 

and absolutely real: the absolute, the Mean. As Zhiyi says, “Each and every 

scent and sight is none other than the Middle Way (the Mean) itself.”18 That is, 

each and every particular thing, because it is its own contradiction, is absolutely 

unconditional, presenced under any and all conditions, even the condition of 

its own absence, like space. This is what all Three Thousand possible states are 

always present, inherently entailed, in any moment of experience (  

yiniansanqian). Each of them is absolute, each of them is unconditional, each of 

them pervades all times and places, like space. Because it is self-contradictory, 

it is unconditional, and cannot be eradicated from reality no matter what hap-

pens.  For this reason, it is permanent, cannot be lost, cannot be undermined by 

the presence of anything alien to it, cannot be dislodged by any event or thing, 

cannot cease to be what it is. For this reason, each and every entity is absolute 

truth, is nirvana, is the end of suffering.

The Tiantai view then is not mere dialetheism, “the view that some contra-

all state-

ments, claims, experiences and entities are (implicitly) contradictions, and that 

therefore they are all true.

18  T46.6b.



論《摩訶止觀、破法遍》之「一念心」455《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊454

References

Lawson-Tancred, H., translator. 1998. Aristotle’s Metaphysics. London: Pen

guin. 

 In Contradiction, A Study of the Transconsistent (Dor

drecht: Martin Nijhoff Publishers).

Priest, Graham. 2000.   “Could Everything Be True?” Australasian Journal of

Philosophy

Priest, J.C. Beall, Bradley Armour-Garb, editors, The Law of Non-Contra-

diction

aletheist: Contradictions in Buddhism,” Philosophy East and West vol. 58,

 no.3, 2008.

Reeves, Gene, translator. 2008.   The Lotus Sutra.  Boston: Wisdom.

 , (“The Chinese Buddhist Canon”) (“T”), 100 

volumes, Tokyo: Taisho Issaikyo Kankokai.

Ziporyn, Brook, translator.  2009.  Zhuangzi: The Essential Writings with Se

lections from Traditional Commentaries.  Indianapolis: Hackett.

1

2

2012 09 29 2013 02 28



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 論《摩訶止觀、破法遍》之「一念心」456 457

594

33
33

46 59

1989

2001
2006

149



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 論《摩訶止觀、破法遍》之「一念心」458 459

1

2

46 59
8 539
8 539

9 369
46 63
46 63



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 論《摩訶止觀、破法遍》之「一念心」460 461

46 63

1

2

3

46 63
30

2



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 論《摩訶止觀、破法遍》之「一念心」462 463

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

46 64
46 65



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 論《摩訶止觀、破法遍》之「一念心」464 465

46 65

46 65
46 65
46 65



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 論《摩訶止觀、破法遍》之「一念心」466 467

1 2 3

1 2 3



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊 論《摩訶止觀、破法遍》之「一念心」468 469

《大正藏》 8

《大正藏》 9

《大正藏》 30

《大正藏》 33

《大正藏》 46

《大正藏》 46

1989

2009

2001

2004

35

2006

149

1998

165



《華梵人文學報》天台學專刊470

Purifying “One-moment-Thought” 
according to the Chapter Pofa bian in the

 Moho zhiguan

Chang Li-ching

Abstract
Pofa bian (Deconstructing Dharmas Universally) is the title of a 

crucial chapter in Zhiyi’s major work on contemplation, called Mohe 

zhiguan (Great Calming and Contemplation

stage of Zhiyi’s complex teaching of contemplation and purifying mental 

awareness from falseness, called “entering emptiness from falseness.” The 

essential term in this section is “non-arising,” and Zhiyi teaches that our 

full understanding of its sense entails the effect of purifying our mental 

awareness. This paper analyzes the deconstructive function of this mode of 

contemplation, unfolding Zhiyi’s interpretation of “non-arising.”

Keywords: Moho zhiguan, Pofa bian, one-moment-thought, mind 

contemplation, non-arising
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