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On ‘prajhaparamitaniti’ in the Madhyamaka Treatises

YoneEzawa Yoshiyasu

1. Preamble

The present paper examines the usages of the term ‘prajiaparamitaniti/ shes rab kyi pha rol
tu phyin pa’i tshul’ in Madhyamaka treatises, namely, commentaries on MMK (PP, Pras,
etc.), MA, MHK, and TJ. In addition, MaVT and SZ are consulted. It is to be noted that the
terms ‘prajiaparamitanaya’ which appears in the alias of the Saptapaiicasatika
Prajiiaparamita, and ‘paramitanaya’ (Exoteric Buddhism) paired with ‘mantranaya’

(Esoteric Buddhism), have no connection with the present paper.
2. The Commentaries on the Mialamadhyamakakarika

This section collects the occurrences in the commentaries on Nagarjuna’'s MMK.
2.1. The Prasannapada
In the initial part of the Pras, the term is found in the explanation of a ‘connection’

(sambandha) , which runs as follows:

§2. ... yavad acarya-Nagarjunasya viditaviparitaprajiaparamitaniteh karunaya paravabodharthar
§astrapranayanam ity esa tavac chastrasya sambandhah [V

“§2. ...the Master Nagarjuna, who had finally understood the correct method (niti) of the perfection
of insight (prajiiaparamita) , out of compassion composed the treatise (s@stra), for the sake of the

understanding of others.”
The following comment is found in *Laks:

yavad ity ukto prajiiaparamitanitim jiatva sastram krtam ity arthah P

“What is said from ‘yavad’ means that, having known the Prajiiaparamita method, [Nagarjuna]
composed the [Middle (Madhyamaka)] Treatise.”

By means of this statement, Candrakirti clarifies a philosophical position of Nagarjuna,
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the author of MMK.
2.2. The Prajiiapradipa
Candrakirti's explanation quoted above seems to have been influenced by the initial part of

Bhaviveka’s PP, which reads as follows:

slob dpon gyi zhal snga nas kyi tshig le'ur byas pa dag kho nas rjes su dpag pa dang | sun dbyung
ba'i gsal pa dang | de kho na dag bstan pa dang | Ita ba ngan pa’i dra ba zhi bar byed pa dang ldan pa
shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa’i tshul bka’ stsal mod kyi | (D Tsha 45b6-7; P Tsha 53b7-8)

“The Master [Nagarjuna], just by means of verse [i.e., his Milamadhyamakakarikal, proclaims the
method of the Prajiaparamita which teaches lucid and right inference (anumana) and refutation

(ditsana) and pacifies the bad views."™

Bhaviveka seems to have been the first person to indicate, as a Madhyamika, that
Nagarjuna proclaims ‘the prajiiaparamita method (niti).’
2.3. Descriptions about the Milamadhyamakakarika in Tibetan Colophons
The term ‘shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa'i tshul’ is found within the description of MMK
included in Tibetan colophons of MMK, ABh, BP, PP, and PPT. Except for ABh,” the

almost identical text runs as follows:

dbu ma rtsa ba'i tshig le'ur byas pa shes rab ces bya ba theg pa chen po’i chos mngon pa rnam par
gzhag (P: bzhag) pa | don dam pa'i de kho na yang dag par ston pa | shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin
pai tshul gsal bar byed pa | slob dpon bdag nyid chen po ’phags pa klu sgrub mi ‘phrogs pa’i
mkhyen rab dang thugs rjer 1dan pa | de bzhin gshegs pa'i theg pa bla na med pa'i tshul gsal bar
byed pa | rab tu dga’ ba'i sa bsgrubs nas | bde ba can gyi zhing du gshegs pa | ’jig rten gyi khams
dang ba’i 'od ces bya bar | de bzhin gshegs pa ye shes 'byung gnas 'od ces bya bar ‘gyur bas mdzad
pa.. (MMK: D tsa 19al-3; P tsa 22a3-7 = BP: D tsa 280b7-281a2; P tsa 317a4-6 = PP: D tsha
259a5-7; P tsha 325b6-326al = PPT: D za 341a2-3; P za 405b7-406a2)°

“The MMK called ‘Prajna,” representing the Mahayana Abhidharma, showing the truth of the
ultimate (paramartha), and elucidating the Prajiiaparamita method, composed by the noble
Nagarjuna, [who is] the master (acarya) and the great sage (mahatma), possessing the wisdom and
compassion of the Inalienable [i.e., the Sun], elucidating the means (vidhi?, tshul) of the supreme
vehicle (anuttarayana) of the Tathagata, having attained the Stage of Joy (pramudita bhimi),
having gone to the Pure Field (Sukhavati), called the Pure Splendor of world (lokadhatu), will

become the Tathagata [called] Jiianakaraprabha, ... ."

Undoubtedly, the phrase ‘elucidating the Prajiaparamita method” (shes rab kyi pha rol
tu phyin pa'i tshul gsal bar byed pa) is based on ‘the Master [Nagarjuna] ... proclaims the
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Prajiiaparamita method ... in PP quoted above.
2.4. The Prajiiapradipatika
In his PPT, Avalokitavrata comments on Bhaviveka’'s proclamation quoted above. With

regard to the term ‘prajiiaparamitaniti,” he makes an etymological explanation of the

‘prajiiaparamita’” and continues as follows:
tshul zhes bya ba ni shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa’i tshul te | shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa’i
mtshan nyid kyi chos bstan pa gang yin pa'o | yang na shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa nyid tshul te |
gang gis chos thams cad dmigs su med par khird par byed pa'am | gang gis gzhan gyi rgyud la don
khrid par byed pa'o || yang na gang gis bsod nams dang ye shes kyi tshogs gzhal du med pa nye bar
bsags pa'i ljig rten 'khor ba’i btson ra nas bsgral te | bsam pa thams cad yongs su rdzogs par byed
pa’i yid bzhin gyi nor bu rin po che Itar bur khrid par byed pa de ni tshul lo || (D wa 6b5-7; P wa
7b7-8a2)
“In regard to the method (*niti), it is the prajiaparamita method, [i.e.,] the instruction in the
dharma which has the characteristic of the insight that has gone to the other side (prajiiaparamita) .
Alternatively, precisely the prajiiaparamita is the method; it is that which leads/guides to the non-
perception of all dharmas, or that which leads [i.e., conveys] benefit with regard to the continuum
of others. Or, it is the method inasmuch as it [i.e., the prajiaparamita) leads, once it has liberated
[those] people who have collected the immeasurable accumulations of merit and gnosis from the

jail of samsara, like a wish-fulfilling jewel that perfectly accomplishes all wishes.”®

Avalokitavrata provides two interpretations of the type of compound here, namely,
tatpurusa and karmadharaya. According to the latter, it is presumed that the
Prajiiaparamita is nothing but a method (understanding the relation as an apposition, x =
¥).

Furthermore, the term ‘prajiaparamitaniti’ appears in the following comments on

‘madhyamaka-":

yang na dbu ma zhes bya ba ni shes rab Kyi pha rol tu phyin pa’i tshul skye ba med pa la sogs pa’i
dngos po bsdus pa’i bstan bcos nam mkha’ Ita bu dag gi nang nas btus pa’i phyir dbu ma'o | (D wa
8a4; P wa 9b2-3)

“Or, as regards the Middle (Madhyamaka), it is called ‘Middle’ since it is extracted from the
interior of space-like treatises gathering the Prajiiaparamita method, namely, the things

unoriginated, etc.””

Here, Avalokitavrata seems to postulate the contents of the Prajiiaparamita literature

behind the term.
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3. The Other Treatises

What follows deals with Candrakirti's MA, Bhaviveka’s MHK and TJ, Sthiramati’s MaV'T,
and SZ attributed to Asanga.
3.1. The Madhyamakavatara

In MA VI.223cd, Candrakirti summarizes the 20 sorts of emptiness as follows:

prajiiaparamitanitav ity etah samprakirtitah 1o

“These (20 sorts of emptiness) are mentioned within the Prajiaparamita method.”" D

Here, the term ‘prajiiaparamitaniti’ seems to be employed just as in Avalokitavrata’s
explanation quoted above.
3.2. The Madhyamakahrdayakarika and Tarkajvala
In Bhaviveka's MHK and TJ, the term ‘prajiiaparamitaniti’ is found in the objection of the

Yogacara.

prajfiaparamitanitir iyari sarvajiiataptaye |
na tﬁtpa?ldanirodhz'idipraltisedhaparz‘iyar)a?ll2> [

shes rab pha rol phyin tshul ‘di || thams cad mkhyen nyid thob pa yin ||
skye dang 'gag la sogs pa dang || dgag pa Ihur len ma yin nol| [V.7]"¥

“This approach to the Perfection of Wisdom, which we present, is [the means] to attain

omniscience, and the one that concentrates on the negation of arising and cessation is not.”*

de Itar kho bo cag gis bstan pa’i shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa’i tshul 'di ni thams cad mkhyen pa
nyid thob pa’i thabs yin gyi| dbu ma smra ba rnams kyi skye ba dang 'gag pa la sogs pa dag dgag pa
Thur len pa ni med pa nyid du Ita ba dang mthun pa nyid du 'gyur bas thams cad mkhyen pa nyid
‘thob pa’i thabs ma yin no zhes zer te |1 )

“This approach to the Perfection of Wisdom—namely the one that we [the Yogacaras] present—is
the means to attain omniscience. The approach that concentrates on the negation of arising and
cessation—namely the approach of the Madhyamikas (madhyamavadin) —is tantamount to

nihilism (ndstikadrsti) and is not the means to attain omniscience.”'®’

In some Yogacara treatises, doctrines are explained in conformity with the teachings of
the Prajiiaparamita literature."” For instance, it is stated that the doctrine of “three
identities” (trisvabhava) is not understood through the Prajiaparamita literature, but the
latter is understood through the former. Based on Dignaga’s PPS verses 27-29,'” Eckel

states, “The Yogacaras interpret the Perfection of Wisdom through a doctrine of “three
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identities” (trisvabhava).”"
3.3. The Madhyantavibhagabhasyatika
The term ‘prajiaparamitaniti’ is also found in Sthiramati's MaVT. Concerning the
purpose for introducing a doctrine of “three identities,” Sthiramati provides the following
opinion:

kimartham svabhavas trividha upadharyah | ... [4e] prakrtigambhiryayah prajiiaparamitaniteh

trisvabhavadvarenabhrantipratipattyartham ity anye \19)

“For what purpose are the three identities comprehended? ... Others say that [the three identities are

taught] for the sake of understanding of the Prajiiaparamita method, which is naturally profound,

by means of three identities.”>”’

The term ‘prajiaparamitaniti’ for Yogacaras is regarded as the method for under-
standing the Prajiiaparamita literatures, which is demarcated from the usages in PP, MA,
Pras, etc.

3.4. The Shun zhonglun yi da banruo boluomi jing chupin famen

SZ attributed to Asanga or Vasubandhu®”

is not a Madhyamaka treatise, since, as the title
(“Dharma Gate of the First Chapter of the Prajiiaparamita Siitra Following the Madh-
yamaka Sastra”) shows, it is regarded as a commentary on the [Paicavimsatisahasrika)
Prajiiaparamita following MMK. This purpose of composition is identical with some of

the Yogacara treatises such as MaVT.?
4. A Conclusion

In the commentaries on MMK, the term ‘prajiiaparamitaniti/ shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin
pai tshul is a keyword for clarifying a philosophical position of Nagarjuna or his MMK.
Bhaviveka is the first person, as a Madhyamika, who used the term in this connotation.
Candrakirti and Avalokitavrata provide an interpretation of the term as the contents of the
Prajiiaparamita literature.

Bhaviveka recognized that the term “prajiiaparamitaniti’ was used by the Yogacaras, the
opponents of Madhyamikas. Unlike Madhyamikas, Yogacaras seem to have regarded the
term as the method for understanding the Prajiiaparamita literature. Although we find no
occurrence of the term ‘prajiiaparamitaniti’ in SZ, the treatise expounding the
Prajiiaparamita literature following MMK shares with it an approach to composition

similar to that of several Yogacara treatises.
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My special thanks are due to Prof. Jonathan A. Silk and Dr. Anne MacDonald for their invaluable
comments and correction of my English. Needless to say, all remaining mistakes in this paper are my
responsibility alone.

Notes

1) MacDonald 2015a, 116-117.

2) MacDonald 2015b, 13 and 357-358.

3) Yonezawa 2019b, 78, Emended.

4) See Nishiyama 2012, 30. As for the other modern translations, see Nishiyama 30-31, n. 25 and
Yonezawa 2019a, 1126.

5) Although the term ‘shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa’i tshul' is found in the Tibetan colophon of ABh
(D tsa 99a3-5; P tsa 113b8-114a5), the description about MMK is different. Cf. Teramoto 1974, 578.
In the Tibetan colophon of Pras, there is no description about MMK.

6) The variant readings are as follows: BP and PPT: theg pa bla na med pa'’i tshul rab tu 'byed pa. BP
om. de bzhin gshegs pa ye shes 'byung gnas. The variation of shads is omitted.

7) D wa 6b3-4; P wa 7b5-7. See also MacDonald 2015b, ibid.

8) MacDonald 2015b, ibid. Cf. Nishiyama 2012, 33-34.

9) Cf. Nishiyama 2012, 37.

10) Li 2015, 29.

11) Yonezawa 2018, 1117.

12) Eckel follows the emendation of -pratisedhaparo nayah in Lindtner 1995, 50 and 2001, 59. See
MacDonald 2015b, 357.

13) Eckel 2008, 394.

14) Eckel 2008, 66 and 224. Cf. Yamaguchi 1975, 150 and Hoornaert 1991, 157.

14) See Yamaguchi 1975, 150-153 and Hoonaert 1991, 159, n. 4.

15) Eckel 2008, 394.

16) Eckel 2008, 66.

17) prajiiaparamitayarn hi trin samasritya desana | kalpitarh paratantrarii ca parinispannam eva ca || 27
nastityadipadaih sarvarh kalpitarh vinivaryate | mayopamadidrstantaih paratantrasya desana || 28
caturdha vyavadanena parinispannakirtanar | prajiiaparamitayarh hi nanya buddhasya desana || 29
(Frauwallner 1982, 818). “The teaching in the Perfection of Wisdom is based on three [identities]:
imagined, dependent, and absolute. The words ‘do not exist’ rule out everything that is imagined.
Examples such as illusion (maya) teach dependent [identity]. The fourfold purification teaches absolute
[identity]. The Buddha has no other teaching in the Perfection of Wisdom” (Eckel 2008, 67).

18) Eckel 2008, 68.

19) Yamaguchi 1941, 112. The reading prakrigambhiryasya prajiiaparamitaripasya is emended
following the Tibetan translation: shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa’i tshul rang bzhin gyis zab pa (D no.
4032, bi 243b1-2). Cf. Kawaguchi 2001, 88, n. 2, in which the reading prajiiaparamitanayasya is
proposed.

20) Cf. Kramer 2016, 56.

21) Jizang 75, in the preface (Zhonglun xushu WilF5t) to his Zhongguan lunshu "8RG states that
SZ was composed by Vasubandhu (I GERERKBIFE T. no. 1824: 1¢26-27). See also Otake 2013,
158. Incidentally, the preface to SZ (¥ihik"#lF#:2iL) describes the author's name as FIfE45 which
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might have been a transliteration of asarnkhya.

22) Cf. samapta ceyam dgamanusdrini Madhyantavibhagatika acaryaSthiramatyuparacita ------
vimgatisahasrikayar hrdayarn samaptam (Yamaguchi 1941, 262). “The MaVT following the Agama
composed by the master Sthiramati, ... the essence of the Paficavirh$atisahasrika Prajiaparamita is
ended.” Cf. Yamaguchi 1975, 151. Incidentally, it is pointed out that SZ has a close connection with the
Mahayanasitralamkara and Madhyantavibhaga (Otake 2013, 160-165).

Abbreviations

ABh  Akutobhaya. D no. 3829, tsa 29b1-99a7; P no. 5229, tsa 34a2-114a8.

BP Buddhapalita-Madhyamakavrtti. D no. 3842, tsa 158b1-281a4; P no. 5242, tsa 178b2-317b1.

*Laks *Laksanatika. See Yonezawa 2019.

MA Madhyamakavatara. See Li 2015.

MaVT Madhyantavibhagabhasyatika. See Yamaguchi 1934.

MHK  Madhyamakahrdayakarika. See Eckel 2008.

MMK  Milamadhyamakakarika. D no. 3824, tsa 1-19a6; P no. 5224, tsa 1-22b2.

PP Prajiapradipa. D no. 3853, tsha 45b4-259b3; P no. 5253, tsha 53b3-326a6.

PPS Prajiiaparamitapindarthasamgraha. See Frauwallner 1982.

PPT Prajiiapradipatika. D no. 3859, wa 1-za 341a7; P no. 5259, wa 1-za 406a8.

Pras Prasannapada. See MacDonald 2015ab.

SZ Shun zhonglun yi da banruo boluomi jing chupin famen NEF % A KA 45 I FEBFEH) Wik M. T
no. 1565.

TJ Tarkajvala. See Eckel 2008.
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