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A Reexamination of Kui-ji's Divisions of the Buddha's Teachings
Kuo-ching Huang
Center for Buddhist Studies & Research,

Yuan Kuang Institute of Buddhist Studies



Summary

This paper is a reexamination of Kui-ji's divisions of the Buddha's teachings. Here Kui-ji's ideas are
interpreted in such a way as to express the development of his thought. The framework of his divisions
of the teachings is roughly of three parts: the sudden and the gradual doctrines, the three periods of
teachings, and the eight schools. These three parts have to be discussed separately in order to manifest
the spirit behind his divisions, and yet the relationships among them must not be ignored. In his
discussion on the divisions of the teachings, Kui-ji usually starts with a critical review of previous
scholars' points of view, and then proceeds to offer his own ideas. This way the logical development of

the various views may be better displayed.

In the division of sudden and gradual doctrines, special emphasis is placed on the different capacities of
Dharma learners. The Buddha directly explained Mahayana to those disciples of great capacities; the
result was the sudden doctrine. People of lesser capacities had to learn Hinayana teachings first in order
to increase their intellectual power before they turned to Mahayana; the result was the gradual doctrine.
In terms of the ultimate truth, the sudden doctrine and the gradual doctrine are of the same level; the
difference lies in the processes of learning. According to the Fa-xiang or Dharmalakshana School ,
there are five different capacities in Dharma learners, and the gradual doctrine is aimed at teaching
those sravakas of indeterminate nature. Based on the times of instruction, the gradual doctrine can be
expanded into three periods of teachings, proceeding from Hinayana to Mahayana, from the
non-ultimate to the ultimate truth. Kui-ji cites passages from sutras and sastras as evidence of the three
periods of teachings to prove the legitimacy of such a division. The first period is that of Hinayana
doctrine of being, when the Four Noble Truths were taught to explain the emptiness of sentient beings
and the existence of dharmas. In the second period, the Mahayana doctrine of emptiness was taught to
explain the emptiness of all dharmas, with emphasis on emptiness. The third period is the period of
mind-only doctrine. In this period were taught the three categories of existence and the three categories
of nonexistence, the existence of mind and the nonexistence of external world, and the middle way of
being and nonbeing. Through the division of the three periods of teachings, Kui-ji claims a supreme
status for the Fa-xiang School . Besides, the Mahayana sutras popular in China such as Hua-yen,
Fa-hua, and Nirvana are also included in the third period of teachings, showing a sense of compromise.
The division of eight schools is meant as an improvement over the previous division of four schools. In
the four-school theory, Hinayana is divided into only two schools: the Satyasiddhi School and the
Abhidharma School . Kui-ji considers such a division not enough to include all the various Buddhist
sects in ancient India . So he expands Hinayana into six schools, which together with two schools of
Mahayana make a total of eight schools. The division of eight schools indicates Kui-ji's familiarity with
ancient Indian Buddhism and represents his ambitious attempt to devise a system of thought that can

explain all Buddhist scriptures.



Key words : the divisions of the Buddha's teachings, the sudden doctrine, the gradual doctrine, the

three periods of teachings, the eight schools of Buddhism.
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