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This paper deals with the significance, function, and concepts of “differentiation” according to the varying viewpoints in the early Chinese Madhyamaka tradition. Early and middle period Mahayana Sutras, such as the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa Sūtra and Prajñā-pāramitā Sūtras, point out that all kinds of deceptiveness (xuwang虛妄) originate from “differentiations” (fenbie分別) rooted in “inversions” (diandao顛倒) mistaking the unreal as real (feishi wei shi非實謂實). The awakened understanding dissociates and liberates itself from those deceptive influences (xuwang虛妄), fully realizing the inevitable falseness (xujia虛假) which shapes the way we conventionally relate to the world we inhabit. Paradoxically, such realization must be enacted or performed via constant “differentiation” (fenbie分別). Nāgārjuna, for example, stresses that we must constantly “differentiate between the conventional and the ultimate to understand the profound meaning of the Buddha-dharma,” yet this does not really include any sense of duality. Similarly, the Dazhi du Lun (Mahāprajñāpāramitopadeśa) differentiates between the diverse aspects relevant for our realizing true emptiness (zhenkong真空), which includes the insight into emptiness of inherent existence and non-realness of an intrinsic or independent nature of any of the specific referents of our intentional acts. This ambivalence regarding differentiations is a major feature of the Chinese Madhyamaka philosophy. The concepts of truth, according to the Chinese Mahayana philosophers, often involve patterns of non-duality which yet imply polarities like that of the two truths (feiyi feiyi非一非異). 


The present paper focuses on the early works of the Chinese Madhyamaka tradition including Kumārajīva’s translations of the Zhong Lun (Mūlamādhyamaka-Kārikā) and the Dazhi du Lun, as well as the Zhao Lun composed by his disciple Seng Zhao. It elaborates on the ambivalence regarding the differentiation between the conventional and ultimate truths in these texts, which yet includes the inseparability of the two, and, in particular, critically reviews Jay Garfield’s and Graham Priest’s interpreting Madhyamaka doctrines via the modern view of para-consistent logic and the metaphysics of di-aletheism.
