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A Study of T’ien-t’ai Chih-i’s System of Position

S ER FHE sEHRD
by Haiyan Shen
Doctorate Candidate

Oriental Languages and Cultures

Ghent University, Belgium

Abstract:

T’ien-t’ai Chih-i’s system of understanding Buddhism is comprehensively revealed in his
masterpiece The Abstruse Meaning of the Lotus Sutra. Specifically speaking, it is
displayed through his discussion of the Ten Subtleties, those of objects, knowledge,
practice, position, three dharmas, empathy and response, supra-mundane power,
expounding the dharma, retinues and benefit. Of these ten categories of Subtlety, the
most important ones are the first three categories. Objects as truth is taken by Chih-i as
the substance where everything is based upon. Knowledge is taken by Chih-i as gist, by
which truth can be penetrated. Practice is taken by Chih-i as function through which one
is able to attain accomplishment. Having presented these three categories, however,
Chih-i extensively discussed the Subtlety of Position in order to conclude the previous
three categories of subtleties, as position is a result of one’s practice. Thus, Chih-i’s view

of position incorporates all three elements (substance, gist and function), and is extremely



important category in reflecting his system of understanding Buddhism.

Key word: 1. System of classification 2.Position 3. Four Teachings 4. Five Flavors
5. Subtlety of Position
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