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About this Book

Any research into a school of thought whose texts are in a foreign language encounters certain
difficultiesin deciding which words to translate and which onesto leavein the original. It isall
the more of an issue when the textsin question are from alanguage ancient and quite unlike our
own. Most of the texts on which thisthesis are based were written in two languages: the earliest
texts of Buddhism were written in a ssimplified form of Sanskrit called Pali, and most Indian
texts of Madhyamika were written in either classical or “hybrid” Sanskrit. Termsin these two
languages are often different but recognizable, e.g. “ dhamma” in Pali and “ dharma” in Sanskrit.
For the sake of coherency, all such terms are given in their Sanskrit form, even when that may
entail changing a term when presenting a quote from Pali. Since this thesis is not intended to
be a specialized research document for a select audience, terms have been translated whenever
possi ble, even when the subtletiesof the Sanskrit term arelost intrang ation. Inaresearch paper as
limited asthis, those subtletiesare often amost irrelevant. For example, it issufficient to translate
“dharma’ as either “Law” or “elements’ without delving into its multiplicity of meaningsin
Sanskrit. Only four terms have been left consistently untranslated. “Karma’ and “nirvana’ are
now to befound in any English dictionary, and so their tranglation or italicization isunnecessary.
Similarly, “Buddha,” while literally a Sanskrit term meaning “awakened,” is left untrandated
and unitalicized due to its titular nature and its familiarity. Another appellation of Siddhartha
Gautama, Tathagata, isthe only unfamiliar term consistently used in the original. This has been
done because trandations of the term do not do justice to its mystic import and esotericism.

Finally, two processing errors must be explained. The occasional appearance of an extra
space in hyphenated words, such as “self- nature,” is due to an unavoidable conflict between
two processing programs used in formatting this document. The extra spaces are not due to
poor typing or incomplete proofreading. Second, the reversed opening gquotation marks were
not fixable.

“Misery only doth exist, none miserable, No doer isthere; naught save the deed isfound.
Nirvana is, but not the man who seeksit. The Path exists, but not the traveler on it” —
The Visuddhimagga
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Chapter 1. Introduction

The study of Buddhism hasin recent years become quite avogue in the
West. Post-Enlightenment Europe found Buddhism to offer an attrac-
tive alternative to the authoritarianism implicit in Christianity’ sdoctrine
of revelation and in its priestly structure. Buddhism seemed to offer
a “natural” religion, one based on common sense and teaching truths

accessible to anyone, yet without surrendering mysticism.* Buddhism
also seemed curiousto the Western mind because, like so many Oriental
philosophies, it was neither really a philosophy nor areligion, but some-
thing with elements of both. As such, it posed unique solutions to the
problemsof Western thought, aswell aswhole new typesof problemsof
itsown.

The form of Buddhism that has most captured the attention of the
West, especially America, isJapan’sZen. Zenrepresentsareligionthat is
in many ways a diametrical opposite to America's Protestant Christian-
ity. Its unorthodox means of transmission, complete rejection of ritual,
doctrine of the spiritual nature of all beings, and emphasison direct, per-
sonal perception of the Truth have proven fascinating to the American
mind. Unfortunately, thisisoften all that isknown of Buddhism. It isnot
uncommon to encounter thebelief that Zen representsthe cul mination of
or even the entirety of Buddhism. Thisisfar from true. In fact, it could
be defended that the history of Buddhism has witnessed more internal
philosophical diversity than almost any other religion, with the possible
exception of Hinduism. Even moreegregious, the non-doctrinal nature of
Zen hasallowed Westernersto conflate Buddhism with anumber of other
systemsof thought, bethey “ Eco- spirituality” or watery “New-Ageism,”
declaring them all to be compatible. That Buddhism has dogma and is
awidely variegated, autonomous religion not always reconcilable with
modern philosophies and movementsis often not seen.

The uniqueness of much of Buddhism lies in the way it seeks
“Ultimate Truth” and the manner of Ultimate Truth it finds. Truth, for
Buddhism, isrelative. There is no single, unchanging, absolute ground
of being like thereisin most of the world's thought. To make a broad
generalization of Occidental philosophy, the entire Abrahamic tradition,
stretching from the pre-Israglitesto the Baha'i religion, seesthe universe

ICf. Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 300
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2 Chapter 1. Introduction
depend

asin some way contingent on a transcendent, absolute level of Being.
Even the most mystical or skeptical of the early Western schools of
thought accepted an ultimate essence of reality. For Pythagoras it was
numbers, for Heraclitusit wasareification of processitself, for Plotinus
it wasMind, and for the Jewish Qabalait was a super-attenuated form of
divine light. Even the most skeptical of philosophers, such as Zenoo or
Pyrrho, did not deny an ultimate ground of being. Rather, they just said
that it wasinconceivable. The Oriental religions, too, agree that thereis
an ultimate essenceinthings. The Taoistsinsist that it isutterly ineffable,
Advaita Vedanta declaresit to be beyond existence itself, and the Mate-
rialistsdeny that it is of the nature of spirit. Nonetheless, all agree that
thereisan “ Ultimate.”!

|n contrast with all of theseisBuddhism. The Buddhadid not teach
that there isan Ultimate, nor did he deny it. He did not declare the Ulti-
mateto beineffablebecause mystical and inherently beyond the scope of
thought, nor did he embrace agnosticism and say that we just can never
know itsnature. The Buddha simply would not talk about it. When acon-
cept was discussed in relation to a metaphysical thing, he would declare
this concept to be neither wrong, nor right, nor both, nor neither. It just
should not be discussed. This approach has no parallels. It isnot aform
of skepticism,for the Buddhawasvery clear in enunciating doctrinesthat
hisfollowersmust accept on at least a conventional level. It isnot agnos
ticism, for the Buddha did not just say that we cannot know about the
nature of Ultimate reality, but rather he said that it truly is* not this, not
that, not both, and not neither.” It isnot pessimism, for the Buddha taught
that all unpleasantriescan be overcome and that thereisadefinite goal to
be striven for. Finally, it ishot mere mysticism, for the Buddha stressed
the importance of directing one's consciousnessto concrete affairs.

This unique non-affirming non-negating approach of the Buddha
isimplicit inall schoolsof Buddhism. It isthe most explicit in three: the
Perfection of Wisdom school of thefirst centuriesBE., the Madhyamika
and Yogacara movement of the first millenium C.E., and Zen and its
predecessor, Ch'an, of the modern era. All of these teach the non-dual,
non-conceptual, non-existential nature of reality and the applicability
of mentation to the pragmatic sphere only. Any one of these three would
have been desirable subjectsfor study.

The one school | chose to research and explain here is Madhyami-

This generalization is not meant to suggest that the philosophieslisted agree in any way on the nature of the Ultimate.
More, there were trends of thought within some of these philosophiesthat come very closeto the Buddha' stheory of the
Ultimate; the Rg-veda X.129, for example, statesthat in the beginning “there was neither existence nor non- existence,
...neither death nor immortality,” and the Tao te Ching chapter |1 says that “being and non-being create each other.”
Nonetheless, the general trend within all of these schools of thought wasto seek and find some form of “Absolute”
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1.1. Noteson the Methodology of this Thesis 3

ka. Thisschool hasbeen chosen partly because early Buddhism hasbeen
little studied in the West. Madhyamikahas, of |ate, begun to attract much
scholarly attention, but it isstill alittle-recognized word and an even less-

understood philosophy. The Perfection of Wisdom school was, for my
purposes, too early to be the focus of study here. It was ${3&8eded by
and dff8¥amated into the Madhyamika-Yogacara movement, and so a
discussion of thelatter will explain much of theformer. Yogacarawould
also have been a fascinating object of study, but | fedl that the Yogacara
school introduced concepts into Buddhism which were somewhat for-
eign to the tradition. Thisis not a criticism, but what | desired to study
was Buddhism asexpressed by the Buddha. Madhyamikaseemsto bethe

better of the two in representing this, where Yogacaraisrepresented as
adding to the tradition of Buddhism and completing the move from the
original Theravada to the innovative Mahayana. Whether Madhyamika
represents the original essence of the Buddha's teaching is a matter of
speculation that can never be fully resolved. However, many if not most
scholars of Madhyamika are of the opinion that it is perhaps the truest
philosophical systematizationof theBuddha sontology. Cf.,for example,
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, I ndian Philosophy, volumel (L ondon: George
Allenand Unwin Ltd., 1929), 643, or T.R.V. Murti, The Central Philoso-
phy of Buddhism (London: George AllenUnwin Ltd., 1960), 55 Perhaps
my main reason for selecting Madhyamika was the same asthat felt by
Europeans over a hundred years ago when they first “discovered” Bud-
dhism: it represents a fascinating approach to philosophy and a general
worldview the likes of which are not to be found in the history of West-
ern thought.

Finally, Zen, too, would have been acompel ling research topic, and,
unlike Yogacara, it doesnot seem to conflict with or add to the philosophy
of theBuddhaaspreservedintheearliest writings. Thereis, however, one
difficulty in approaching Zen from an academic perspective. Both Zen
and Madhyamika agree that conceptshave no final applicability, but they
differ in their internalization of thisfact. If one asksaZen master what
the nature of redlity is, oneislikely either to be hit or to betold “ thisflax
weighs three pounds.”? This may be an appropriate way of expressing
the school’ s philosophy of the nature of reality, but it doeslittle good to
one who needsto write about that philosophy. A proponent of the Mad-
hyamika school may, in essence, givethe same answer asthe Zen master.

1Cf. Gadjin M. Nagao, “Yogacara, a Reappraisal” in Madhyamika and Yogacara (New York: State University of New
York Press, 1991), 219-225

2Cf.the anecdotestold of Zen teaching methodsin Paul Reps, ed., Zen Flesh, Zen Bones (Garden City, New York: Anchor
Books (no impress date))
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4 Chapter 1. Introduction

He or she will, though, at least be kind enough to explain the answer in
wordsand sentences, making thisschool more amenableto the scholarly
approach.

1.1. Noteson the Methodology of thisThesis

The goal of thisthesisisto present the philosophy of Madhyamikain as
clear and concise a manner as possible. Given both the length and time
constraintsof thisresearch project and the limited degree of education |

havethusfar enjoyed, it wasnecessary toinvestigatethistopicwith atight
focus. | have chosen to use only Nagarjuna's Mulamadhyamakakarika,
“Verses on the Fundamentals of the Middle [Way],” asthe lens through
whichtoview Madhyamika. Thistreatiseisthe premier work both of Na-
garjunaand of theschool asawhole. It includesall of the mainthemesof

the schooal, it serves asthe model for the school’s method of argumenta-
tion, and it isthefocusof the subsequent history of the school. Following
Nagarjuna, Madhyamikacommentariesaddressed, not just “what did the
Buddha mean?’, but also “what did Nagarjuna mean?’

In following this procedure of discussing only the Mulamadhya-
makakarika, | often faced the tantalizing temptation to draw quotesfrom
other of Nagarjuna sworks. There areinstances where a concept in this
treatise may be spelled out gradually over the course of fiveor so verses,
while the same concept in another text may be expressed succinctly and
pithily. Unfortunately, these cannot be quoted in such a context asthis.
Once another text of Nagarjuna'sisused, it isonly a short step to back
up Nagarjuna by quoting aryadeva, and then only another short step to
explain Nagarjunaby recourseto Candrakirti. Sincethiswould ultimately
result inadistortion of thetreatise, | have deemed it best neither to quote
nor discuss any other works.

The other methodological issue | had to consider iswhether to use
any conceptsor toolsfrom Occidental philosophy inthisanaysisof Mad-
hyamika. There are numerous parallels between Madhyamika and vari-
ous schools of thought in the Western tradition. These parallelsinclude
concepts, intentions, methods, and results. Once again, though, | choseto
examinethe Mulamadhyamakakarikaon itsown and within thetradition
of Buddhism only. It must be admitted that much understanding of the
work may have been lost by such a limitation. Notwithstanding, there
are two definite advantages of bringing to bear no Western philosophy
here. First, and most simply, | had neither room, nor time, nor sufficient
education. Even had | those luxuries, though, | doubt that | would have
utilized them. Interpreting Nagarjuna using Occidental tools may seri-
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1.1. Noteson the Methodology of this Thesis 5

ously misrepresent him. For example, amajor criticismof T.R.V.Murti’s
analysis of Madhyamika is exactly this; in contrasting Nagarjuna with
Kant, even favorably, Murti may have seen Nagarjunathrough distorting
lenses. The approach of thisresearch project isthusto try to arrive at an
understanding of Madhyamikaby examining only the central work of its
central figure with asfew contrasts and comparisons as possible.

A final note of the methodol ogy of thisproject regardswhichthings
were selected for examination, and in what depth. What hasbeen chosen
wasto explain the philosophy aswell aspossibleto thelay, not the schol-
arly, reader. An extrachapter, “ The Buddhaand His Teachings,” hasbeen
included that would not have been necessary had the intended audience
been a specialized one. Thishasresulted in extralength of thethesis, but
| deemed it well worth while. The philosophy of the Buddhais not just
foreign and difficult for amodern Western audience, but wasfound to be
abstruse even by the Buddha' sancient and Eastern one. Providing plenty
of background can only help in understanding thistopic.

The depth of this study proved to be a trickier issue. On the one
hand, each chapter of the Mulamadhyamakakarikacould be summarized
in a mere five sentences. On the other hand, fifty pages or more would
not be sufficient to explain fully any chapter, and entire books could be
devoted to some of them. Likewise for the three subjects highlighted
as foundational for the schooal, i.e. self-nature, dependent arising, and
emptiness— each coul d have been explainedin one page or one hundred.
The depth | have chosen is thus completely arbitrary, guided only by
considerations of what could investigated in one year and in less than
two hundred pagestotal.



Chapter 2. TheBuddha and His Teachings

2.1. TheLifeof theBuddha

Siddhartha Gautama, the sage of the Sakyaclan,founded areligionthatis
in many waysthe most anomalousof those surviving in the world today.
He claimed accessto no divine wisdom, no unique intuition, no worldly
or spiritual authorit Pﬁ\%/ and no super- “human status of any kind. Thephilos-
ophy hetaught SiBY&tS€ommon-sense notions about what the nature of
the world isand uproots the very beliefsthat people tend to cherish the
most: the existence of God, thereality of the self, the promise of an after-
life, and the availability of happiness. Intheir place hetaught relianceon

personal understanding and the pragmatic usel essnessof merebelief.'He
taught that all phenomena are impermanent and nothing can be counted
on to endure; that there is no soul to be found at any time, in any thing,
anywhere; and that the fundamental quality of life, even when it seems
pleasant, isradically unsatisfactory. And yet, the religion that hasgrown
out of Gautama's teachings has become a magjor world religion known
for its equanimity, its compassion, and, even, itsjoy.

Gautama was born in northeastern India in what is modern day

Nepal in either 566 or 448 BE. and died eighty years|ater.? Gautama' sfa-
ther Suddhodanawasaminor king, the head of the Sakyas. L egend holds
that Gautamawasso remarkableasachild that soothsayerspredicted that
he would one day become either a universal monarch or an “awakened

one” a“Buddha.’3

L egend relatesthat one day, shortly after the birth of Rahula, Gau-
tama requested to see the city that he had never before seen. Unable to

Walpola Sri Rahula, What the Buddha Taught (New York: Grove Press, 1959), 3, 8-10

2For afull discussion of the Buddha's dates, see Etienne Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism, trans. Sara Webb-Boin
(Louvain-La-Neuve: Institut Orientaliste, 1988), 13-14

3Thefollowing biography of the Buddhaisculled from avariety of sources. The scriptural accountsof hislifevary, and
so this often-imaginative biography isnot to be taken asauthoritative. Suddhodana wanted his son to be the next head of
the clan, and so did everything in his power to keep him attached to the world and oblivious of things spiritual. Gautama
was provided with fine clothing, expensive perfumes, courtyard gardensand lily pools, and all worldly delights, and was
attended by female musi ciansin three pal aces, onefor each season. Strict orderswere given that he wasnot to be exposed
to any uglinesses or unpleasantries. He married a neighboring princess, Yasodhara, at age sixteen, and they had a son,
Rahula, when he was twenty-nine.
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2.1. TheLifeof the Buddha 7

dissuade him, his father had runners clear the streets of all unpleasant
sights and then allowed Gautama to be taken out in a chariot. Serendip-
itoudly, or, as some legends hold, at the will of the far-seeing God, the
young prince was exposed to four shocking sightswhich the runnershad
missed. First, Gautama saw a decrepit man, gray-haired, broken-toothed,
and bent with age, by the side of theroad. Since he had seen few humans
other than hisfamily and his40,000 dancing girls, he asked hischarioteer
In astonishment what sort of creature the man was. That iswhat happens
when people get old, explained the driver. The next day, the prince asked
to go out again. Though hisfather doubled hiseffortsto clear the streets
of all unpleasant sights, a sick person was missed. On seeing the person
lying by the side of theroad, racked with disease, Gautama again turned
to his charioteer in surprise. That isillness, he was told. The following
day he embarked on another tour on which he was exposed to the sight
of ahuman corpse, and thuslearned of thefact of death. Legend or not,
thisstory portraysan important element of the Buddha'slater teachings:
whilethefactsof age, sickness, and death are known to us, it isstill easy
toforget them, and adirect confrontation withtheir reality isoftenanovel

and disturbing insight.* Unless one isaware of suffering, one will never
seek toimprove one’scondition, afact of which the Buddhawasto make
much use.

The prince made one more excursion into the city the next day,
and, again, he was exposed to something he had never before seen — a
saffron-robed renunciant with a shaven head, a begging bowl, and, most
importantly, a tranquil and serene demeanor. That night, after returning
to hispalace, herealized that all of hisprevious pleasures were now but
hollow delights. He waited until Yasodhara and Rahula were asleep,
took one last look at hisson lying in hiswife's arms, kissed them both,
and left. Such an exit was seen by some of the later writings as setting a
precedent for the renunciant monastic disciplinesthe Buddha later orga-
nized, and the seeming callousness of it ismitigated by the claim that he
had to leave hisfamily for the future benefit of al beings, that is, so that
he could attain his enlightenment and then teach it to others? It is also
pointed out that he wasclearly not abandoning hisfamily, for hisson lat-
er became one of his greatest disciples. However, the sense of solitude,
spiritual desperation, and determination portrayed by thisepisodeis not
lessened.

It waswith such a sense of determination that Gautama embarked
on the next stage of hislife. He had seen the suffering from which he had

Harvey, 18
%ibid., 18

fortunately
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8 Chapter 2. The Buddha and His Teachings

been sheltered for so long, and then he had seen proof in the form of the
renunciant that such suffering can be conquered. He now set himself the
goal of learning how to conquer it. He saw that his many yearsof living
in opulence had not taught him theway to enlightenment, so he now tried
the opposite path. For six yearshe practiced renunciation and asceticism.
He first practiced rga yoga in an attempt to conquer suffering through
meditation and the control of consciousness. Gautama soon surpassed
histeachershby attaining statesof elevated awarenesshigher thantheones
of which they were capable, but did not feel that he had reached hisgoal
yet. He left hisyoga teachers and joined a group of asceticsto practice
rigorous physical austerities. His strong sense of determination led him
to practice self-mortifications so severe that he nearly died.

By the time he could barely stand up and all of hishair had fallen
out, Gautama realized that asceticism was not going to bring him to his
goal, either. He recollected that he had once spontaneously experienced
a certain meditative state that could provide a path to awakening, and
decided togiveit onelast try. Hetook food, | eft the group of ascetics, and
sat under atree, determined to gain enlightenment or die. As he began
to meditate, the legendary demon tempter, Mara, assailed him first with
visions of beautiful women and then with violent stormsin an attempt
to prevent Gautama'simmanent enlightenment. Gautama ignored Mara
and entered deeper into meditation. He passed through state after state
of consciousness until he achieved the enlightenment he had so long
sought, nirvana. Hewasnow a“Buddha,” an “ awakened” one. Reflecting
onwhat he had found, he saw himself aspresented with adifficult choice,
which is sometimes portrayed as being Mara's final assault. He could
either selfishly enter parinirvana, the state of “nonreturning” liberation,
or he could postpone the final, ultimate freedom and return to the world
to teach. The latter option seemed pointless, for the awakening that he
had experienced was so profound, so subtle, and so “beyond the sphere
of reason” that hefeared it would be pointlesstotry to teach it to anyone
else. The deciding factor was the Buddha's enlightened insight into the
onenessof all beings, which led him to sympathize with the suffering of
others. He felt compassion and realized that he must return, even if for
tp\e sakgdtﬂ‘ only one person’s understanding. Thus began the ministry of
the Buddha.

The biographiesin the canonical texts, the sutras, give only sparse
information of the Buddha'slifefollowing hisnirvana. A likely explana-
tion for the greater emphasison hisearlier lifethan on hislater isthat the
coreteaching of the Buddhaisthe* path” to follow, the process one must
go through to realize nirvana for oneself. Thus, the Buddha's personal
search for awakening is more important than what he did after he had
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2.1. TheLifeof the Buddha 9

found hisgoal. The general picture conveyed by thefew detailsavailable
isthat he spent therest of hislifewanderingaround the Gangesbasinarea
on foot, with few possessions, teaching his ever-growing group of disci-
ples. Much of histeaching method would have been seen as subversive
by the society around him. He taught in the local languagesand dial ects,
spurning the Sanskrit which by this time was aready associated exclu-

sively withthe educated, elitepriestly caste of Hinduism.! Hetaught with
no distinction, associatingwith all classesand castesof men and women.
He al so shunned both theisolation of theforest and thecommunity of the
cities, preferring to reside and teach in the outskirts of the urban areas.
After wandering and teaching for forty-five years, the Buddha prepared
for hisdeath. He asked hisfollowersif they had any last questions. When
no one spoke, he told them “All conditioned things are impermanent.
Work out your salvation with diligence!”? and entered parinirvana, the
final liberation.

2.2. TheThought of the Buddha

The philosophical system that the Buddhataught isremarkably clear and
simple. It would, however, be very easy for a presentation of histhought
to degenerate into hundreds of pages of confusion and nonsense, and it
could be argued that much of the history and doctrinal development of
Buddhism has been just such an endéavor of &Bfd&&tion. His teaching
iIssimplein that it can be summed up in two words: the keyword of his
philosophy is“impermanence’ (anitya) and the keyword of hisreligion
isthe“path” 2 All elementsof the Buddha' steachingsfall out from these
two concepts. The purpose of the Buddha' steachingsisto bring people
to their own enlightenment by means of the “Noble Eightfold Path,” the
prescriptions for living the “noble” and beneficent life. Thus, while his
philosophy isthe subject of thisthesis, abrief presentation of his soteri-
ological teachingswill be dpposite here. The key to the moral lifeisfol-
lowing the “middle way” between extremes. The Buddha had attained
enlightenment by renouncing thetwo extremesof worldlinessand world-
renunciation. Neither histwenty-nineyearsof livinginluxury nor hissix

penolakan terhadap dunia
anti dunia

Michagl Coulson, Sanskrit (Chicago: NTC Publishing Group, 1992), xvii

2 Maha-Parnibbana-Sutta in T.W. Rhys- Davids, trans., Buddhist Suttas (New York: Dover Publications, Inc.,
1969), VI1.10

3The question of whether or not Buddhism is a religion will not be considered here. For purposes of this discussion,
“philosophy” will be taken to mean the intellectual explanation of reality, and “religion” will be taken to mean the quest
for salvation. Further discussion of this question can be found in Regington Rajapakse, “Buddhism as Religion and
Philosophy,” Religion 16 (January, 1986): 51-56
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10 Chapter 2. The Buddha and His Teachings

years of livingin self-denial had led him to hisgoal; it was only after he
abandoned such extremes that his search came to an end. The first ser-
mon the Buddha delivered after his enlightenment opened with an ad-
monition to give up both the seeking after pleasure and the practice of
asceticism. The correct way to lead a proper life, he taught hisfirst au-
dience, is“the middle path, ...a path which opensthe eye, and bestows
understanding, which leadsto peace of mind,” and eventually to nirvana.

! Thesignificanceof following the middieway isgreater than merely the
renouncing of the two extremesof hedonism and asceticism: the middle
way isthe principle which infuses the entire corpus of moral teachings
of Buddhism?

Buddhism is primarily a path, not a philosophy. As has been aptly
stated, Buddhists often insist “If you wish to understand the Buddha's
doctrine, you must practiceit!”® The Buddhalikened the human situation
to a man who hasjust been shot with a poisoned arrow by an unknown
assallant. If the man refuses to have the arrow removed until he finds
out who shot him, what caste the assailant is from, what color his skin
IS, how tall heis, what kind of bow he used, and what types of feathers
were on the arrow, that man will die. The important thing for the man to
do isto removethe arrow. The arrow in the side of humanity is afflicted
existence, duhkha. The poison onthearrow isthe cause of duhkha, which
causeiscraving. Theway to removethe arrow of duhkhaand the poison
of craving is by following the Buddha's path and teachings, the Dhar-

ma* Duhkha cannot be satisfactorily trandated into English. It conveys
the sense of the words “evil,” “unsatisfactoriness,” “unpleasantness,”
“Iimperfection,” and “disease.” The most felicitous single trandation is
“suffering.” Evenif not exact, thisistheterm encountered most common-
ly in translations. The fact of suffering constitutesthe first of the Bud-
dha’sfour “Noble Truths.” All thingsthat are temporary and conditioned
are suffering, duhkha. Encounterswith unpleasant thingsare, of course,
suffering, but even pleasant things are suffering because of the fact that,

being conditioned, they are subject to ending.> The cause of sufferingis

IDhamma-Cakka- Ppavattana-Sutta 3 in Rhys-Davids

2Whether or not, and in what way, such “middle-ism” also defines Buddhist philosophy will be discussed in chapters
four and five.

3Geoffrey Parrinder, ed., World Religions (New York: Factson File Publications, 1983), 271 (italicsin original)

4The complete parable can be found in Henry Clarke Warren, ed. and trans., Buddhism in Tranglations (Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1987), 117-122

51t may be important to introduce here the concept of conditionality, for it isaconcept that will surface again and again
in the following thesis. Briefly, athing is conditioned if it arose depending on a cause, such asa sprout arises depending
on the existence of the seed, or if it exists depending on a ground of support, as fire exists depending on the fuel it is
burning. A thing is also called “conditioned” if it depends on something else for its differentiation and definition, as
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2.2. The Thought of the Buddha 11

the second Noble Truth. Suffering isoccasioned by desire, beit thethirst
for pleasure or the craving for existenceitself. Thisdesire, having imper-
manent thingsasitsobject, will alwaysbefrustrated becauseit can never
besatisfactorily fulfilled. Thethird Noble Truthisthat it ispossibleto put
an end to such desire and thusrid oneself of suffering. Ridding oneself
of suffering occurswhen onerealizesthe nonreality of existencein ape-
culiar state known asnirvana, or freedom. Thusfar, the Buddha present-
ed an analysisof the human experience which statesthat all existenceis
inherently unpleasant due to itsimpermanency, that the reason we find
i mpermanent phenomenato beunpl easant isbecauseweentertaindesires
and cravingswhich cannot be satisfied by ephemeral things, and that the
key to finding satisfaction isto put an end to such desires.

Thefourth and final Noble Truth isthat there isa method available
to us by which we can appease desires and thus attain nirvana. Thisway
IS presented as the Eightfold Path. The path is a systematized guide for
living which will enable oneto curtail attachment to transitory thingsand
to train oneself in proper modes of thought and behavior to eventually
achieveliberation. The eight limbsof the path prescribe behavior which
Is“samyak.” “Samyak” will here be translated as“right,” but it also car-

riestheovertonesof “complete” and “ perfect.”t A fuller understanding of
“samyak” can be had by keepinginmindtheimportanceof “middle-ism”
as described above. Renouncing all behaviora extremes|eadsto a com-
portment that could best be described as* moderate;” observing modera-
tioninall actionsand thoughtsand desireswill lead, not just to proper be-
havior, but also to thevery enlightenment whichisthe goal of Buddhism.
The Eightfold Path opens with two guidelines for perfecting wisdom,
namely right (samyak) viewsand right thought. Personal apprehensi on of
the Buddha'steaching, his Dharma (henceforth translated as“Law”), is
an essential aspect of accepting the Law and proceeding onthepath. This
understanding must be translated into right thought, the attitudes of the
individual towardstherest of the world. Right thoughts are selflessness,
compassion, and non- violence. Thisisfollowed by three guidelinesfor
morality, namely right speech, right conduct, and right livelihood. The
moral lifeisnot required merely for reasonsof compassionfor others; ap-
peasing the desiresthat cause oneto suffer will be accomplished in large
part by leading a life free from egocentricity, greed, and selfish goals.
Thefinal three stepson the path, right effort, right mindful ness, and right
concentration, detail the spiritual ascesis without which the attainment

“shortness’ only existsin relation to “longness.” Only something which isuncaused and has an autonomousidentity can
be unconditioned.

Icf. Sir Monier Monier-Williams, ed., A Sanskrit-English Dictionary (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1993), 1181
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12 Chapter 2. The Buddha and His Teachings

of nirvanawould be impossible. Right effort and mindfulness prescribe
the importance of being focused on the goal of liberation, and avoiding
all thingswhichwould be karmically unwholesome. Right concentration,
samadhi, isthat drive of pointed meditation which allowsfor liberation,
thefinal abandonment of all desiresand the attainment of alert equanim-
ity and bliss.

The philosophy of the Buddha rests on one simple observation: all
things are impermanent (anitya). Impermanence isthefirst of three fun-
damental marksof existent things, and from it follow the other two: suf -
fering, and“ soul-less-ness.” Transitorinessi sthefundamental property of
al existent things, for all things come into being, persist for atime, and
then pass out of being again. Without such impermanence, no change
would be possible, and thusneither would liberation be possible. That is,
it isthe susceptibility of all thingsto change that allows one the option
of controlling one'slife and following the Eightfold Path. The Buddha's
emphasis on the reality of impermanence should not be seen as a doc-
trinal dogma as much as a simple perception. Not only is continual flux
perceptible to all who have insight, but, moreover, a balance in reality
requiresthat any thing which comesinto existence must also, some day,

go out of existence!

The significance of impermanence is beautifully expressed by the
parable of the conversion to Buddhism of the two friends Sariputta and
Moggallana. Seeking enlightenment and having found it nowhere, they
made the pact that they would split up and whoever should first realize
nirvana would come and teach the other. Sariputta went his way, and
encountered a saintly monk, placid of disposition and perfect of deport-
ment. What is your secret, brother? asked Sariputta. WWhom do you fol-
low, and what isthe truth you have found? The monk replied that he was
but a novice and a new-comer to the doctrine that he had found, and so
could not expound the doctrine or describe itsteacher. He could, howev-
er, offer to Sariputta thistidbit of the teaching: all things that arise will
cease, said the monk. On hearing this, Sariputta suddenly understood,
clearly and distinctly, the noble doctrine, and became enlightened. He
returned to hisfriend Moggallana who, upon seeing Sariputtafrom afar,
immediately perceived that a profound change had come over hisfriend.
What is the truth you have found? asked Moggallana. | don’t know the
doctrine or itsteacher, replied Sariputta, but | can tell you this: al things
that arise will cease. On hearing this, Moggallana, too, became enlight-

The use of the problematic term “reality” must be explained. That signified by “reality” isusually taken to be the real,
i.e. that which exists. Here, it will occasionally be used to refer to the cosmos as a whole, to the entirety of nature, yet
without expressly signifying “existence.” For lack of a better term, the reader isasked to accept that “reality,” used here,
isnot necessarily meant to imply existence as such, and the meaning of the term will vary according to context.
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2.2. The Thought of the Buddha 13

ened ! A refusal to accept transitorinessisthe cause of suffering, asbriefly
discussed above. A perception of such impermanence and of suffering,
its corollary, isthe key to liberation. Humanstend to desire, and desires
do not exist in avacuum — they areawaysdesiresfor something, and if
the object of the desireis subject to flux, then the desire will, sooner or
|ater, be frustrated. consekuensi

The third mark of existenceisalso adirect corollary of imperma-
nence: there is no permanent, abiding, unchanging soul, atman, to be
found in any existent thing. Thisis perhapsthe most revolutionary of all
elementsof the Buddha' sphilosophy, for histime period wasoneof great
emphasis on the reality of the soul in the dominant zeitgeist of India,

Hinduism.2Theperiod of thewriting of the principal Upanisadshad only
recently ended, and the orthodox schools of Indian thought were abuzz
with theoriesof the individual soul and itsrelation to Brahman, the uni-
versal soul. By denying thereality of atman, the Buddha was subverting
one of themost cherished of all conceptsinIndian religion. However, the
doctrine of soullessness, anatman, was an inescapabl e conclusion of the
perception of flux; if al existent thingsare subject to change, then there
can be no unchanging essence that exists. And if onetriesto escape that
conclusion by positing a soul “beyond” therealm of existence, then one
arrives at the same answer: the soul does not exist. It is meaningless to
posit something that is beyond existence, for it would bein no way real.

Thethreemarksof existence— impermanence, suffering, and soul-
|lessness— define the nature and quality of reality astaught by the Bud-
dha. Inquiringintothe ultimate cause and purposeof existenceanditson-
tological natureisfruitless. It isnot that the answersto such metaphysical
guestions are beyond human understanding, nor that the answers sought
are conceptually inexpressible; it issimply that they areirrelevant. If you
do not remove the arrow now, said the Buddha, you will die. One must
|eave metaphysicsalone, for the only thing of importanceisto follow the

path3 anti logika
Notwithstanding, the Buddha wasin no way mti Is%i(ogistic. That he

did not scorn the use of reason and philosophy is demonstrated by the

fact that the first two limbs of the Eightfold Path are right views and

Warren, 87-89
°Rahula, 55

A usage note is required here. The term “metaphysical” will be encountered often in thisthesis, and so a clarification
of itsmeaningiscrucia. Metaphysicsmust not be understood as pertaining to the study of the supernatural, the mystical,
or the New Age movement; thisisa very recent use of the word. Metaphysicsisthe branch of rational philosophy that
examines the nature of reality, especially the relationships between mind and matter and substance and attribute. This
includesthe connotational meaning of a priori speculation upon questionsthat are unverifiable by observation, analysis,
or experimentation.
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14 Chapter 2. The Buddha and His Teachings

right thought. He offered a positive metaphysics by presenting a com-
pI ete teaching of causation known asthe theory of pratl tya-samutpada,

“interdependent origination,” or “dependent arising.” As a teaching of
the nature of all existent thlngs dependent arising is a comprehensive
philosophy which explains the origin of perception, the essence of the
individual, the workings of karma, and the nature of previous, present,
and futurelives. Dependent arising isan extremely lucid and rational ex-
planation of the nature of all existent things, but not one that is easy to
understand without a great deal of reflection. The following explication
of dependent arisingisthusnot intended to be an explanation asmuch as
abrief introduction. (No morethan an introduction isnecessary here, be-
causethetheory will bediscussed extensively in chapter five.) Dependent
arising, ssmply, istheprinciplethat all existent thingsare conditioned and
relative by virtue of having come into existence asinterrelated phenom-
ena. When thisarises, that arises; when thisceases, that ceases, explained
the Buddha. Impermanence and itscorresponding dictum of soullessness
precludethe possibility of there being permanently-enduring or indepen-
dent and self-subsisting phenomena.

The “chain” of dependent arising consists of “links’ of mutually
interacting causesand effects. Theroot of the chainisignorance, avidya,
on which basis the second link, preferences and dispositions, comes to
be. On the basis of these preferences arisesthethird link, volitional will
and_consciousness. This consciousness gives birth to mgmnhim&

the psychophysical individual. The individual then experiences sensory
stimulation which createsin him or her desiresto have certain sensations

and to avoid others, which isa process of the next three morelinks. On
the basis of these desires one develops cravings, link nine, and grasps
onto perceived existence itself, link ten. This grasping and clinging to
existenceisthecauseof all sufferlng for it leadstotheeleventhlink, birth
and rebirth, which isfollowed by the final link of old age, dlsease and
death. The key to enlightenment, or cessation of afflicted existence, isthe
reversal of the processby which afflicted existence hasarisen. One must
appease, or let go of, cravings. In order to do thisone must seek wisdom,
which wisdom will undercut ignorance, theinitial cause of the chain.

Although presented as a linear chain, dependent arising should be
understood asacircle, for all of thelinksof the chaininfluenceall of the
other links. It istempting to look at the ultimate cause of the chain, igno-
rance, and ask what caused it to come into being, and thus embark upon
infiniteregress. There are two reasonsthat thiswould not be appropriate,
one philosophical and the other pragmatic. First, it would not be proper
to seek a cause for ignorance avidya), for ignorance is not a positively
existing entity. Rather, it isalack. One doesnot inquire into the cause of
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2.2. The Thought of the Buddha 15

darkness, for darknessisnothing but thelack of light. Second, the* cause”
of ignoranceisutterly irrelevant for the Buddha steaching. Ignoranceis
adeadly poisoned arrow which must be removed; where the arrow came
from is not important.

It is often said that the Buddha was neither a prophet nor simply
a teacher, but was a spiritual doctor. His presentation of the four Noble
Truths paralleled the practice of medical doctorsin his day which was
to 1) diagnose a disease, 2) identify its cause, 3) determine whether
it is curable, and 4) outline a course of treatment to cure it This was
exactly the Buddha's method. All humans are afflicted with the disease
of suffering; thisdiseaseis caused by ignorance and the cravings which
can follow ignorance; this disease is not an unregenerate condition but
can be cured; the cureisto follow the Eightfold Path of moderation and
understanding, which will lead to enlightenment and freedom.

The Buddha steachingsmay thusfar appear simpleand straightfor-
ward. Thismay betrue, but for one condition. All unenlightened humans,
according to the Buddha, areimmersed in the mud of ignorance, and are
thusincapableof seeingclearly.“Menwho areovercome by passionsand
surrounded by amassof darknesscannot seethistruth,” he once thought
to himself 2 However, there were al so timeswhen he reassured his disci-
plesthat hisphilosophy wasinherently difficult to grasp. Speaking to his
disciple Vaccha, he said “ Profound, O Vaccha, isthisdoctrine, recondite,
and difficult of comprehension, ...and it is a hard doctrine for you to

learn.”* Whether the difficulty of comprehending the Buddha' steachings
is due only to the obscuring passions of humans or whether it isindeed

sukar dimengertij nherently abstruse, the subsequent history of Buddhism demonstrates

menimbulkan

that the Buddha' s teachings were anything but unambiguousto hisdis
ciplesand later Buddhist thinkers. The varieties of interpretation of the
Buddha's thought that have been propounded in the last two-and-a-half
millenia bear ample witness to this. It isthis diversity of interpretation
that wasto engender the Madhyamika school six hundred yearsafter the
Buddha s death.

Harvey, 47
2Source not named: quoted in Rahula, 52
SMajjhima-Nikaya, quoted in Warren, 126


Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Typewriter
sukar dimengerti

Djuniedi
Typewriter
menimbulkan


Chapter 3. Early Buddhism and The
Historical Context of Nagarjuna

3.1. ThePerson of Nagarjuna

Legend reportsthat, in the second or third century C.E., ayoung Brahmin
named Nagarjuna mastered the Vedas and all of the existing Hindu sci-
ences, including magic, while still ayoung boy. When he was a teenager
he used hismagical abilitiesto render himself and two of hisfriendsin-
visible so that they might dlip unnoticed into the royal harem of thelocal
king’s palace. They took advantage of the situation and then made their
escape. On attempting to leave, however, his friends neglected to make
themselves sufficiently invisible and were caught and executed. Nagar-
juna escaped, but this experience caused him to reevaluate the desires
which had caused him to come so close to peril.

Inspired by this episode, Nagarjuna entered a Buddhist monastery.
In a mere ninety days he studied and mastered the whole of the Pali
canon, the early writings of Buddhism. He left the monastery in search
of more advanced teachings of the Buddha that he felt sure must exist.
One day he was expounding upon the doctrine of the Buddhato agroup
of listenersand noticed that, following the lecture, two members of the
audience disappeared into the ground. He followed them to what proved
to be their home, the kingdom of the Nagas, a land inhabited by benefi-
cent, half-divine, serpent- like beings. Here the Nagas presented Nagar-
juna with occult teachings and with several volumes of sutras, canoni-
cal scriptures. These writings were the Prajnaparamitas, the “ Perfection
of Wisdom” sutras. The Buddha had delivered these sacred teachings
centuries before but had decided that they were too profound for his
contemporaries. He arranged to have them hidden for safekeeping in the
nether world until humankind had acquired the necessary sophistication
and spiritual development to allow them to appreciate these teachings
of “perfect wisdom.” Now that the world wasready, Nagarjunawas per-

mitted to spread the Buddha’s final teachings! This colorful legend,

10ne of the most complete Buddhist accounts of Nagarjuna's life is to be found in the eighteenth-century Tibetan
text “Presentation of Tenets’ by Jang-gya. cf. Donald S. Lopez, Jr., A Study of Svatantrika (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion

16
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3.1. The Person of Nagarjuna 17

like most, istold with many minor variations. Unfortunately, thereisnot
much known about Nagarjuna besidesthese legends. It iscertain that he
wasan actual historical personremarkablefor hisbrilliant and energizing

philosophical spirit.! Hisinfluence was so great that he was regarded as
morethan merely animportant philosopher. Theteachingsof the Buddha
were seen asthe “first “turning of the wheel,”” the setting in motion of
the dispensation of universal law, Dharma. The teachings of Nagarjuna
cameto beregarded by the majority of Buddhism asthe“second turning
of thewheel,” i.e.therenewal of and expansion of the Buddha'soriginal
doctrine. Throughout northern India he is still spoken of as a veritable
manifestation of the Buddha, and histeachingsare revered equally with
“the sutras from the Buddha's own mouth.”? Aside from such fanciful
reverence of Nagarjuna, thismuchiscertain: heisgenerally agreed to be,
by hisadmirersand detractorsalike, the acutest thinker in Buddhist histo-

ry.3 Hiscommentarieson Buddhist philosophy had such agreat effect on
the world of Buddhism that a schism which had been brewing for some
time, that of the new “Greater School” of Mahayana diverging from the
“Older School” of the Theravada, now became crystallized and irrevo-

cable’ Nagarjuna's alleged “authorship” and elucidation of the Prajna-
paramitawritings seemsto have provided the Mahayanawith aclaim to
unique mystical insight which allowed this school to divorceitself from
what it considered to be the “lesser” teachings of the Theravada.

Some of Nagarjuna's contemporaries found his thought to be so
unique and worthy that they regarded him as the founder of an entirely
new school of wisdom, the Madhyamika. New “Madhyamika’ texts
sprung up, many of which aimed to be nothing more than interpretations
of Nagarjuna swritings. Thisnew school was so compelling and vibrant
that it, too, witnessed schismsinto sub-schools.

Some scholars have interpreted the philosophy of Nagarjuna asan
innovation, a revolution in Buddhism. Others see Nagarjuna's philoso-
phy as being little more than a clarification and restatement of the Bud-
dha' s doctrines. To investigate the thought of Nagarjuna and to address
these claims, a brief summary of Buddhist intellectual history from the
time of the Buddhato thetime of Candrakirti, Nagarjuna' smost famous

Publications, 1987), 245- 252. A comprehensive account by a modern scholar can be found in K. Venkata Ramana,
Nagarjuna's Philosophy (Rutland, Vermont: Charles E. Tuttle Company, 1966), 25-70

IHeinrich Zimmer, Philosophiesof India (New York: Meridian Books, 1957), 520
%ibid., 520

SMervyn Sprung, trans., L ucid Exposition of the Middle Way: The Essential Chaptersof the Prasannapadaof Candrakirti
(Boulder: Prgjna Press, 1979), 1

4cf. D.T. Suzuki, Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism (New York: Schocken Books, 1967), 60
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commentator, is apposite. When Nagarjuna completed his study of the
original Pali canon and went in search of more teachingsof the Buddha,
it appearsthat he was confronted with amultitude of contending schools
of philosophy.! Thedebateswhich both preceded and werecontemporary
with Nagarjuna surely influenced his thought and a summary of them
will help in achieving an understanding of the Madhyamika school.

3.2. SomeEarly Controversies

A central point of the Buddha's thought is that all isin flux; nothing
which exists can remain unchanged. A natural implication of thisisthat
the Law, the Buddha's teaching itself, would also suffer corruption and
change. The original scripturesannounced various prophesiesregarding
thischange. Some predicted that the L aw would remain purefor only 500
years, othersthat it would endure for a thousand. Following this period
of pureunderstanding, mere scholarshipwould replace spiritual achieve-
ment.2 The simple fact of the Buddha's historical life becoming a more
and moredistant memory isonly part of thestory. It appearsthat thevery
methods of the Buddha's teaching began to lose their efficacy, for the
early writings contain accounts of large numbers of people, sometimes
thousands at a time, achieving sudden enlightenment merely by hearing
the Law.® Gradually fewer and fewer cases of conversion were reported,
until the conviction spread that the time of sainthood wasover. Onesutra
conveysthissentiment clearly by describing the death of thelast saint at
the hands of one of the scholars?

Setting aside the fact that, according to the Buddha, flux is in-
evitable, there are three obvious reasonswhy the Law witnessed change
and reinterpretation. One reason is simple geography.® The teachings of
the Buddha were born in northern India and from there rapidly spread
east and west, eventually becoming diffused acrossthewhol e of southern
and eastern Asia. Following the death of itsfounder, such broad decen-
tralization of the message and the concomitant divergence of interpreta-
tionswasinevitable. A second factor which precipitated change wasthe
fact of applying the Law to daily lifeand all of its concerns. No matter

'Ramana, 37
2Edward Conze, Buddhism: Its Essence and Development (New York: Harper and Row, 1975), 114-6

Scf., for example, Warren 302, where a sutra reports that “the conversion of eighty-four thousand living beings
took place.”

4Conze 1975, 116
Sibid., 119
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how complete the Buddha's teachings, inevitably some question would
arise which he had not addressed. These were usually precise disagree-
ments over proper comportment of the monk, such aswhen to eat food

and whether to accept money as a gift.! A third and perhaps principal
source of contention and change was the somewhat agnostic stance of
the Law itself. The Buddha did not leave the community with a single
source of authority following his death, telling the monks to seek and
follow the Law for themselves. This likely left the monks with a sense

of freedom tointerpret the Law asthey wished.? He also had consistently
refused to give conclusive answersto many typesof metaphysical ques
tions, as the parable of the arrow shows. However, as the Buddha fully
knew, the human tendency to enquire into such intangibilitiesis practi-
cally ineradicable. People were wont to philosophize on even those very
subjects about which the Buddha forbade speculation. This inevitably
led to differing opinions about the nature of reality. Even some modern
scholarshave been misled by the Buddha' sapparent agnosticism, calling
it a“vagueness’ in the Buddha's teachings, a vagueness which caused

“agreat divergence of views’ to arise?

Buddhism remained relatively free of internal controversy for the
first two centuries after the Buddha's death. Minor disagreements over
points of doctrine persisted, but were not a major cause for concern.
Then, during the reign of King Asoka, 272-236 BE., another disagree-
ment, thisone regarding the nature of the saint, arose and threatened the
unity of the Order. King Asoka, a nominal Buddhist whose influencein
Buddhist history was enormous, wished to restore peace to the Order.
While the precise history of the debate isuncertain, afew elementsof it
are widely accepted as being authentic and, more important to the topic

at hand, had a direct bearing on Nagarjuna swork.* Asoka invited are-
spected monk, M oggali puttati ssa, to conveneasynod of monkstodiscuss
and settle di sagreements. M oggali puttatissacompil ed the proceedingsof

thiscouncil in atext that, despite being written two and a half centuries
after the Buddha, was so influential that it quickly was accorded canoni-

cal status.> Although two hundred and eighteen specific topicsof monas-
tic discipline and philosophy were debated, the key philosophical issues
boil downtothree: “ Personalism,” “ Realism,” and “ Transcendentalism.”*

Michagl H. Kohn, trans., The Shambhala Dictionary of Buddhism and Zen (Boston: Shambhala, 1991), 37
2David J. Kalupahana, A History of Buddhist Philosophy (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1992), 125
3M. Hiriyanna, Outlines of Indian Philosophy (London: George AllenUnwin Ltd., 1967), 196

4A more comprehensive discussion of the dates and the background of Asoka can be found in Hermann Kulke and
Dietmar Rothermund, A History of India (London: Routledge, 1990), 64-70

5K alupahana 1992, 126
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20 Chapter 3. Early Buddhismand The Historical Context of Nagarjuna

The Personalistswerethe Vatsiputriya, nicknamed the Pudgal avada after
“pudgala’ = “person;” The Realists were the Vaibhasika and Sautranti-
ka sects of the Sarvastivada, the latter nicknamed after their belief that
“al,” “sarva’ exists (on the Sautrantika, see also page 124f.); The Tran-
scendentalistswerethe L okattaravadasect of the M ahasanghika, so nick-
named dueto their belief inthe” lokuttarra,” the “supramundane.” This
factional history, though technically confusing and incompletely docu-
mented, hasextensiveimport, for it wasaprecursor tothebifurcationinto
the“ Greater” and “ Lesser Schools’ of Buddhism. Broadly speaking, the
Mahasanghikaled to the formation of Mahayana, whiletheir opponents,
the Sthaviravada, became the Hinayana, or Theravada. These three will
be summarized here and treated more fully later.

Broadly speaking, Indian philosophy has witnessed two opposing
traditions regarding the ultimate nature of reality. One tradition, which
IS represented by practically the whole of Hinduism, asserts the exis
tence of an immanent and transcendent “soul,” the atman. The atman
isthe soul both of the human individua and of the universal God. It is
the ultimate ground of being and isimmutable and eternal. Buddhism,
on the other hand, deniesthis substratum. It presents a doctrine of anat-
man, “ soullessness.” The Buddhataught that thereisno abiding self, but
rather just five ever-changing aggregates (skandhas) of elements: physi-
cal substance, sense-contacts, perceptions, psychol ogical tendencies, and
consciousness. The individual person isan aggregate of these five cate-
gories, and each category isinitself an aggregate of composite el ements
(dharmas and dhatus). For example, the category of physical substance
Isan aggregate of earth, air, water, and fire, and the category of psycho-
logical tendenciesisan aggregate of habits, likes, dislikes, greed, willful-
ness, etc. Theideaof a“person” isjust aconvenient way to refer to these
five categoriesand aggregatesof elements. It isa mistaketo believe that
there is an underlying and unchanging self in this dynamic agglomera-
tion of fluctuating elements. However, a small group of monksinsisted
that, nonethel ess, theindividual self must bein someway redl. If thereis
no self morereal than and transcending the aggregates of elements, they
argued, still at the very least it should not bewrong to say that the self is
no lessreal than the aggregates. They claimed that there is a subtle self
which is neither identical with nor different from the agglomeration of
elements2 Although Moggaliputtatissa and all other Buddhist schools
rejected this “ Personalist” argument, the notion proved to be tenacious

Thisdivision, which is perhaps somewhat simplified and artificial, will be encountered repeatedly in thisthesis. It can
also be quite confusing, and, hence, it should be summarized and more technically clarified here.

’Harvey, 85
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3.2. Some Early Controversies 21

and long-lived. Aslate as the seventh century C.E. a full one-quarter of

Indian monks claimed adherence to the Personalist school ! and Nagar-
junaaswell asnumerouslater writers, both Madhyamika and otherwise,

felt compelled to address this misbelief2 The “heresy” of Personalism
presumably arose because some Buddhists were unwilling to abandon
completely the belief in the soul, and so claimed that the aggregate of
elementsdid not fully preclude the possibility of aself. The controversy
of “Realism” also arose from the doctrine of the aggregates, but for an
exactly opposite reason. The Redlists asserted that, if there is no meta-
physical soul behind theaggregates, then the aggregatesthemsel vesmust
bereal. If the soul isnot an ultimate entity, then the individual atomistic
elements (dharmas) of which the world is composed must be ultimately
real. These elementsare reified, they taught, and each hasitsunique and
individual atomic “self-nature,” svabhava. Only thus could the Buddha's
teaching that all aggregates are in perpetual flux be reconciled with the
fact that objectsareobserved to haveindividual and continuousidentities.
3 Furthermore, these atomistic elements are themselves eternal and un-
changing; while their form and the objects of which they are a part may
change, their self- nature, svabhava, remains real and constant. Hence
thelabel “Realism.” The Realistswere quite vocal against the concept of
Personalism and insisted that the Buddha sdoctrine of anatman allowed
no room for any type of belief in self-hood. However, their assertion that
the atoms comprising theworld have individual self-natureswas seen by
other Buddhistsasbeing an unjustified realism or asjust another form of
Personalism. Criticism of their concept of self-nature became one of the
key issuesof the Madhyamikas.

The third false doctrine which Moggaliputtatissa reports being
discussed was Transcendentalism. The Buddha had left the community
of hisfollowerswith no single source of authority following his death,
telling them instead to “be lamps unto [them]selves” “The truths and
rules of the order which | have set forth and laid down for you all, let
them, after | am gone, bethe Teacher toyou.”# Despitethesewordswhich
the Buddha delivered from hisdeathbed, many disciplescameto believe
that theBuddhahad totally transcended theworld, not just ceased toexist.
Mahayana Buddhistscameto believethat, athough the physical Buddha
wasdead, hisintelligenceand histeachingsremained inaform called the

Yibid., 85
2Nagarjuna, David J. Kalupahana, trans., Nagarjuna: The Philosophy of the Middle Way: the Mulamadhyamakakarika
of Nagarjuna (New York: State University of New York Press, 1986), XVI.2 and XX1V.29-30

Sibid., 22
“Maha-parinibbana Suttanta11.33 and V1.1, in Rhys Davids
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22 Chapter 3. Early Buddhismand The Historical Context of Nagarjuna

“DharmaBody.”t Althoughit wasclaimed that thistranscendent form did
not really exist (for that would contradict the Buddha's doctrines), still
the Dharma Body isan expression of the ultimatereality, the true nature
of things2 The Dharma Body came to be known by diverse terms, such
as“Buddha- nature,” “Thusness,” or “ Suchnessof Existents,” and itsna-
ture has been interpreted in many ways. Moggaliputtatissa refuted this
belief inatranscendent nature of the Buddha by demonstratingthat itis
incompatible with the Buddha's historicity.2 Nagarjuna dealt little with
the theories of Transcendentalism, but it became an important topic for

later Madhyamikas:*

3.3. Abhidharmaand the Perfection of Wisdom Writings

Between the third century BE. and the third century C.E. a group of
writings whose purpose was the systematization of certain elements of
the Buddhist philosophy took shape. Thiswasthe Abhidharma, “ Further
Teachings.” Thiscollection of writings purported to be, not a new set of
teachings, but merely a codification of the old. Assuch, it was accorded
a canonical status and, along with the sutras, the Buddha's discourses,
and the Vinaya, the monastic rules, comprises the official three-tiered
Pali canon. There was little controversy over the sutras and the Vinaya;
although thereissomevariationin thelatter between schools, thetwo are
amost universally accepted in Buddhism. The Abhidharma, however,
elicited a certain amount of conflict in subsequent Buddhist thought.

The purpose for compiling the Abhidharmawasto distill the essen-
tialsof the Buddha'steachings on philosophy and psychology from the
discourses and attempt to avoid the inexactitudes and ambiguities oc-
casionally found in these scriptures. This codification was achieved by
stating everything in exact language and thereby providing a detailed
enumeration of the elements of reality (dharmas), the basic causal pro-
cesses observed to operate between the el ements (pratyayas), the exact
constituents of the human personality and consciousness (skandhas and
ayatanas) and, finally, to draw out the relations and correspondences be-

tween all of these factors®

IPaul Williams, Mahayana Buddhism: The Doctrina Foundations (London: Routledge, 1989), 176
2ibid., 175

SKalupahana 1992, 141-3

4cf. Williams, 175-179

SHarvey, 83
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3.3. Abhidharma and the Perfection of Wisdom Writings 23

Theendlesslistsand classificationsfound inthe A bhidharma, which
onemodern commentator hascharacterized as“tenvalleysof dry bones,”
L might seem to be of littleinterest to all but the most devout Buddhist.
There are, however, two reasons why the Abhidharma directly relate
to the study of later Buddhist philosophy: the Abhidharma provided an
exhaustive analysis of the base constituents of reality, and it uncovered
much of the implications of dependent arising, the process by which
these elementscomeinto being and are perceived. What the Abhidharma
achieved was also twofold: its analysis of the elements coherently and
comprehensively described reality without any recourse to a theory of
self-hood or ultimatereality, and it refined the doctrine of dependent aris-
ing by showing how the basic patternsof causation condition each other
in aweb of complex ways? Notwithstanding, the Realist school man-
aged to find in the Abhidharma classificationssupport for their view that
the elements do have a self-nature, svabhava, a view which had definite
repercussions on the doctrine of dependent arising?

The Abhidharma literature was avowedly part of the “Older
School,” Theravada. Its sole purpose was to systematize the teachings
found in the Pali scriptures, and it made no use of the innovative inter-
pretations and doctrines that were becoming an important aspect of the
“Greater School,” Mahayana. TheAbhidharmawas, however, beingwrit-
ten during approximately the same time as the Prajnaparamita writings.
These" Perfection of Wisdom (Prajnaparamita)” writingsmark theincep-

tion of and the core teachingsof the Mahayana,* a school which defined
itself in large part asbeing the “new” Buddhism no longer bound by the
limitationsof the old. The Abhidharmaprovided the starting point for the
Perfection of Wisdom school, both ashistorical influencer and by being
thefocal point of criticism. Further, the Abhidharmathinkersdid their job
sowell that subsequent thinkers, such asthose of the Prgjnaparamita, had
no choice but to adopt a different tack in interpretating and expounding
the Buddha's teachings. That is, the general approach of the Abhidhar-
mathinkerswasto take the agenda of analysisand systematizationtoits
furthest extreme. “Rarely in the history of human thought has analysis
been pushed sofar,” said the scholar of Buddhism Etienne Lamotte> The
result of thisisthat the Perfection of Wisdom writings, representing a
reaction to thisinfluence, are quite unlike those of the Abhidharmasin

INyanatiloka M ahathera quoted in Kalupahana 1992, 147

’Harvey, 83

3K alupahana 1986, 22

“pased on distinctions made by Edward Conze. cf. Conze 1975, 121-125
SLamotte, 605
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24 Chapter 3. Early Buddhismand The Historical Context of Nagarjuna

style, thought, and intent.

The Perfection of Wisdom scripturesareacollection of voluminous
writingsfrom ca. 100 BE. to 100 C.E. which emphasize the ultimate in-
comprehensibility of theworld. They utilized paradox and even nonsense
to demonstrate that true wisdom isintuitive and cannot be conveyed by
conceptsor in intellectual terms! The writersof the Prajnaparamitasre-
garded the Abhidharma of the Older School of Buddhism, with itsdry
emphasison the proper path towards and means of achieving enlighten-
ment, the rules of the Order, and the niggling debates over fine points of
ethics, asbeing on thewrong track.? This approach stifled the essence of
the Buddha steaching, which essenceisthat all doctrinesareempty of re-
ality and are but mental creations. According to the Prgjnaparamitas, true
wisdom consists, not in cataloguing doctrines, but in intuitively under-
standing that the true nature of the universe isthisemptiness, sunyata.

The Perfection of Wisdom writingswerein many waysareactionto
certaintrendsfound in Abhidharmathought, particularly that of Realism.
The Realist school, though refuted by Moggaliputtatissa, remained a po-
tent force in philosophical discussion for sometime. A primary Prajna-
paramitacriticism of thisrealist trend wasthat it did not gofar enoughin
understanding the Buddha sdoctrine of anatman.® The Realistsaccepted
that there isno substantial soul abiding in the person, but just a series of
fluctuating elementswhose aggl omeration givesthe appearance of aself-

identity. However, as explained above, the Realiststook thisanalysis of

elementstoo far. To explain reality without invoking atman, the Realists
defined the elements as being point entities having absolutely small spa-
tial and temporal extension. To reconcilethisinfinitesimal atomism with
thefact that theindividual elementsstill interrelate and that continuity is
experienced, the Realistshad to posit aform of self-nature* The Prajna-
paramitas saw this explanation asfalling short of the mark.

The predominant themes of the Perfection of Wisdom teachings
do not differ either from the teachings of the Buddha asrecorded in the
discourses or from the explanations of reality given in the Abhidharma.
That is, the essence of reality does not allow for real change or decay,
origination or extinction, identity or differentiation, unity or plurality,
existence or non-existence. All of the above are imagined only by the
ignorant. The criticism liesin the fact that some Buddhist schools were

IKohn, 171

2Zimmer, 485
SHarvey, 97

4K alupahana 1986, 22
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3.3. Abhidharma and the Perfection of Wisdom Writings 25

not satisfied with this description of reality and felt the need to add the
notion of svabhava, self-nature. Thisisnot necessary, the Prajnaparamitas
taught, for the Buddha's theory of dependent arising is alone sufficient
to explain all perceptions of the world and its elements as well asfully
explain the waysin which these elements exist and interrel ate.

Theauthorsof thesetextsmost likely had no intention of producing
innovative theories and saw themselves asjust explaining the teachings
of the Buddha in a deeper and more profound way, relying more on in-
sight than on intellect. Nonethel ess, the Perfection of Wisdom writings
are often defined as marking a clear transition from old to new, Therava-
dato Mahayana. The emphasison emptinessasacharacteristic of reality
“revolutionized” Buddhism “in all aspects,” writesmodern commentator
T.R.V.Murti *Whiletheintention of thesewritingswasnot to producein-
novationsin philosophy but just to teach with adifferent emphasis, their
method of philosophizing was decidedly original. The Pranaparamita
adopted a dialectic that was only implied in the original discourses, that
of seeking the middle between all extremes, and utilized this dialectic
to a much fuller extent. This regjection of extremes led to the assertion
that all dualities are empty of reality. Notions whose basis is one half
of aduality, such as existence and nonexistence or atman and anatman,
can be used to speak of common, everyday truths, but their applicability
failswhen referring to ultimate truths. The ultimate reality is devoid of
al dualitiesand thusiswholly imperviousto conceptual thinking. It can
only be accessed in non-dual intuition, prajna? There are thustwo levels
of truth: the everyday, relative truth and the higher, absolute truth. One
should not be conf used, the Praj naparamita taught, by the Buddha'suse
of wordslike*person” or verbslike“exist,” for he used thesewordsonly
pragmatically, asanecessity for discussing commonly perceived things.
Hein no way intended for such relative conceptsto be reified or applied
to the absol ute sphere.?

The Perfection of Wisdom writings set the tone for what would be-
come the mgjority of Buddhism, the Mahayana. Itsanti- dogmatic rejec-
tion of extremes, mystical mood, use of paradox, and emphasison intu-
itivewisdom arestill famousin theform of Prajnaparamitathat hascome
down to us today, Zen* This collection of works was also found quite
compelling by Nagarjuna and the subsequent Madhyamika school.

Murti 1960, 83
%ibid., 86
SPeter Della Santina, Madhyamaka Schoolsin India (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1986), 12-13

4cf. David J. Kalupahana, “ Reflections on the Relation between Early Buddhism and Zen,” in Buddhist Philosophy: A
Historical Analysis (Honolulu: The University of Hawalii Press, 1976), 163-176, or Kalupahana 1992, 228-236
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26 Chapter 3. Early Buddhismand The Historical Context of Nagarjuna

3.4. TheMain Figuresof Madhyamika

It was to the exposition of the philosophy of the Perfection of Wisdom
scripturesthat Nagarjuna, “ one of the subtlest metaphysiciansthe human

race has yet produced,”* devoted himself. Although it is almost certain
that Nagarjunadid not write or discover them, aslegend claimed, he may
have been influential in the formation of some of them, and he certainly
isto be credited with systematizing them and offering the most coherent

and authoritative interpretations of them.? Furthermore, many scholars,
both ancient and modern, regard Nagarjuna sMadhyamika asthe proper
systemati zationof thevoluminousand often unorganized Prajnaparamita
writings. Hisphilosophy, though, isnot to be seen asa mere commentary
on these sutras. He offers slightly revised interpretations of their key
concepts, i.e. dependent arising, emptiness, and self-nature, and he draws
out morefully theimplicationsof the two truths. Hisbasic philosophical
method is to take the Buddha's exhortation to follow the “middle way”
and apply this“middle-ism” to all setsof dualities. Hencethe appellation
for this school: “madhyama’ simply means “middlemost.”® The Mad-
hyamika method does not deal with dualitiesby attempting to arrive at a
compromise between the two sides or by formulating a position that lies
betweenthetwo. Rather, it attemptsto supersedethe sphere of conceptual
thinking and its attendant dualistic modes.

AsNagarjuna’s philosophy isthe primary subject of thisinvestiga
tion, no more than the briefest summary of hisschool will be presented
here. Conceptual thinking operatesusing dualities, especially that of sub-
Ject versus object, perceiver versusthe external world. However, Nagar-
junataught, it |sth|svery processof intellection and our grasping ontoits
products, i.e. concepts which prevents us from realizing enlightenment.
Onemust “appease’ thetendency to conceptualize, and it isthisappease-
ment which will allow one to see through the illusions of dualitiesand
grasp the “true nature” of things, the tathata. Thistrue natureisformless
and beyond conceptual distinctions. It isdevoid of self-nature, and sois
described asbeing “empty,” sunya. Thefact of dependent arising, i.e.the
fact that all existing thingscome into and go out of being onIy in depen-
dence with other existing thingsand that no thing can exist “onitsown,’
asit were, al'so demonstrates the fundamental “emptiness’ (sunyata) of

1Zimmer, 510

2Richard H. Robinson, Early Madhyamikain Indiaand China (M adison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press,
1967), 61-65

SMonier- Williams, 782


Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Highlight


3.4. The Main Figures of Madhyamika 27

all things. If onewished to speak in absolute termsand seek the ultimate
ground of being of the universe, one could say no more than that the
universeischaracterized by ultimate emptiness. Thisisnot a pessimistic
denial of existence, though, but rather just adescription of theway things
are. Onewho seesthetrue nature of thingssimply perceivesthat they are
empty of self- nature. Thisreadlization, far frombeingnihilistic,isactually
the very means by which liberation is achieved.

Nagarjunaiscredited with agreat number of writings. Even exclud-
ing those which are possibly or definitely not his, we are till left with a
large body of work. Nagarjunawrote theoretical scholastic treatises, col-
lections of verseson moral conduct, teachings on Madhyamika practice

and the Buddhist path, and a collection of hymns?, for alist of writings
attributed to Nagarjuna and a discussion of their relative authenticity.
Thisrange of works demonstratesthat hisconcern was not just scholas
ticsand theory but al so monastic disciplineand, asattested by hishymns,
religiousveneration. Therange of histhought, itsacuity, and hisgenuine
devotional attitudeto the Buddhainspired anumber of subsequent com-
mentaries and independent works. The Madhyamika tradition enjoyed
avibrant history in its native India until at least the eighth century C.E.
Thephilosophy wasaround thistimeimported to Tibet, wherethe Tibetan

king declared it to be hiscountry’sauthoritative form of Buddhism.? De-
spite encountering various historical vicissitudes, it remainsthe founda-

tionfor Tibetan Buddhism eventoday 3. It must be admitted that thislatter
point is uncertain. Herbert Guenther writes that “Reports coming from
Tibet areuncertain... With theannexation of Tibet by China, achapter in
the history of Buddhism... came to a close. (Encyclopedia of Religion,
1987 ed., s.v. “Buddhism: Tibetan Schools.”) Notwithstanding the uncer-
tainty of the situation in Tibet, though, the exiled Buddhist community
outsideof Tibet isdefinitely keeping the Madhyamikatradition alive. Cf.
C.W. Huntington, Jr., The Emptiness of Emptiness. An Introduction to
Early) Indian Madhyamika (Honolulu: The University of Hawalii Press,
1989), 9

aryadeva was the chief disciple and successor of Nagarjuna, and
it isto him that the Madhyamika system owes much of its popularity
and stability. Nagarjuna directed his dialectic primarily against the
Abhidharma philosophy, but, by the time of aryadeva, there was need to
consolidate the Madhyamika system against non-Buddhist systems as

Lcf. Chr. Lindtner, Nagarjuniana: Studies in the Writings and Philosophy of Nagarjuna (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,
1987), 10-8

2Kohn, 132
3Santina, 23
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28 Chapter 3. Early Buddhismand The Historical Context of Nagarjuna

well.! Aryadeva can be credited, along with Nagarjuna, with founding
and systematizing the school of Madhyamika.

The school began to encounter internal controversy approximately
three centurieslater. A monk named Buddhapalita produced a commen-
tary on Nagarjuna's mgjor work, the Mulamadhyamakakarika (hence-
forth abbreviated askarika). In hiscommentary, Buddhapalitarefuted the
positionsof hisopponents using the tactic of “reductio ad absurdum,” a
logical method whereby a positionisshown to result in unresolvable ab-
surdities. The true Madhyamika can have no position of hisor her own,
Buddhapalita wrote, and thus has no need to construct syllogisms and
defend arguments. His or her sole endeavor is to demonstrate that no
philosophical position whatsoever is ultimately acceptable; upon scruti-
ny of atheory and its consequences, the theory inevitably dissolvesinto
nonsense. Thissection of Madhyamikaisknown asthe Prasangika, after
prasanga, " [logical] consequences.”

Buddhapalita snear contemporary, Bhavaviveka, also wrote acom-
mentary on Nagarjuna sM ulamadhyamakakarika, in which hedisagreed
with the Prasangika refusal to adopt a philosophical position. He argued
that one must advance atheory that isindependent, svatantra, to providea
proper counter-argument tothe opponent’ sposition and thusestablishthe
Madhyamika position. Buddhapalita used logic only to demonstrate the
untenability of an opposing theory, and then abandoned thelogic. In con-
trast, Bhavavivekafelt that the Madhyamika did have a certain justifica-
tion for using and defending logical argumentation. This school became
known as the Svatantrika, the “Independents.”® The main difference be-
tween the two school swasthat they disagreed on the proper way to inter-
pret Nagarjuna' skarika. Assuch, it may seem that the disputeistrifling.
Thismay be true — it may be the case that the only real difference be-
tween the two isthe character of the argumentswhich they employedin
order to convincetheir opponentsof thetruth of the Madhyamika, a phi-
losophy which they mutually shared. However, the significance of their
different approaches may go deeper than that. The issue which divides
the two schools may be the result of their very interpretationsof reality
and the degree to which they accepted Nagarjuna swholesale denial of
self-nature?

Thelast figurein the history of Madhyamikawho will be discussed

Murti 1960, 92

2ibid.

3The names Prasangika and Svatantrika are not found in any Sanskrit texts, and were probably coined by later Tibetan
scholars. Cf. The Encyclopedia of Religion, 1987 ed., s.v. “Madhyamika,” by Kajiyama Yuichi

4Santina, xvii-xviii
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3.4. The Main Figures of Madhyamika 29

hereis Candrakirti, who lived in thefirst half of the seventh century. He
was the chief and most famous exponent of the Prasangika school. His
commentary on Nagarjuna's karika, the Prasannapada, is of the utmost
importanceto ustoday becausein thiswork isthe only copy of thekarika
which has survived in the original Sanskrit, and, moreover, the Prasan-
napada is the only commentary on the karika which hasitself survived
in Sanskrit. Thisfortuity aside, hisinfluence on the Madhyamika school
Issecond only to that of Nagarjuna. Hiscontribution to Madhyamikalit-
eratureisimmense and erudite. He reaffirmed the reductio ad absurdum
approach of Buddhapalita, and, largely through Candrakirti’s efforts,
the Prasangika school became the norm of the Madhyamika. The form
of Madhyamika which he championed was still studied in the monastic
schoolsof Tibet and Mongolia aslate asthis century, where it was con-
sidered to represent the true philosophical basis of Buddhism.! (It isno
longer studied in the Tibetan monasteries, because they have been de-
stroyed. Cf. Guenther.)

Theodore Stcherbatsky, The Conception of Buddhist Nirvana (London: MoutonCo, 1965), 67.



Chapter 4. Nagarjuna’s
Mulamadhyamakakarika

4.1. Structureof theKarika

A study of Nagarjuna's philosophy encounters many initial obstacles.
Not only can his thought itself seemingly be impenetrable, but also
the mythical stature he has acquired obscures much understanding of
him. One modern scholar of Nagarjuna has admitted that the veneration
of Nagarjuna “at times reached such ridiculous heights that his name

was sanctified and stamped everywhere with reckless abandon.”! One
result of thisisthat often it cannot be determined precisely which works
attributed to him are authentically his.

Of themorethan one hundred textsbearing Nagarjuna sname, only

thirteen are almost certainly his?2 There aretwo reasonsthat it isdifficult
to determine which of these many worksare his: One, hisinfluence was
extensive and hisname venerated. It was not uncommon in Indian tradi-
tion for an adherent of aschool to attributeawork to the school’soriginal
founder, as a means of paying respect. This certainly happened within
Madhyamika. Two, therewaslikely morethan one author actually named
Nagarjuna, and there may have even been many.2 Of these thirteen works
that were authentically written by the Nagarjunain question, one stands
out asbeing hischief work: the Mulamadhyamakakarika, “ Verseson the
Fundamentals of the Middle [Way].”*, to be paramount; this verse con-
cluded with theterm madhyama pratipat, “ Middle Path,” and the treatise
washnamed after it. (Nagao 1991, 190) Thiswork stands supreme primar-
ily becauseof itsinherent merit, bothintermsof philosophical acuity and
innovativeness. It is also one of the few works that are indubitably his.
Thetreatise also deservesto be regarded as unique because it was histor-
ically pivotal; it inspired a number of subsequent commentariesby other

K enneth Inada, quoted in K alupahana 1986, 3
Lindtner, 9-11
SA. K. Warder, Indian Buddhism (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1980), 375

“Nagao writesthat the name of thiswork waslikely given to it by the Sino-Japanese tradition. Thistradition found one
verse of thetreatise, XX1V.18
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acclaimed thinkers and galvanized Buddhism into developing a wholly
new school of thought based on thiswork, the Madhyamika, the“Middle
E/ school. Finally, the Indian, Chinese, and Tibetan traditions are all

C&Ai mousin considering the karika as Nagarjuna's magnum opus’

The karika consists of 450 sententious verses? These verses have
been preserved in the form of twenty- seven short chapters, each dealing
with one topic. (For sake of clarity, it was necessary to differentiate be-
tween Nagarjuna' s chapters and the chaptersof thisthesis. To solvethis,
Nagarjuna's chapters will henceforth be referred to as “sections,” and
theword “chapter” shall be taken to refer to chaptersof thisthesis.) The
entire karika, minuscommentary, would only runto thirty or forty pages.
The chapter (section) structure in which the text is preserved ispossibly
alater formalization, most likely by Candrakirti. Thisisevidenced by the
fact that the sectiontitlesprovided by Candrakirti are often misleading as
to the actual contentsof the section, and also because copiesof the kari-
ka preserved in Chinese and Tibetan occasionally contain very different

section headings.?
The versesare written in a precise metered form which wasthe sta-

ple of classical Sanskrit composition.* Each verse consists of two lines
of exactly sixteen syllableseach which, while not rhyming, are very po-
etic and rhythmic when read aloud or chanted. Part of the reason for this
writing stylewasto facilitate memorization. Bookswere often preserved
inwriting by thisperiod in time, but the chief meansof transmission was
still oral. However, thisisnot the only import of the karika'spoetic struc-
ture. Nagarjunawas not merely areflective philosopher. He wasa monk,
and the purpose of monasticism wasto facilitate meditation and traveling
the path to enlightenment. Thiswork, like hishymns, wassurely intended

to be an aid in meditation. One could memorize the karika and meditate
on it by contemplating one verse at atime. The verseswere not intended

to be prosaic explanations of a philosophical position, but rather were
meant to illuminate, in a terse and often &idiistic manner, certain pre-
cise aspectsof the Buddha steachingsabout the nature of real ity and the
proper path. Althoughthe meaning of theversesisusually clear, thereare
many that defy interpretation. Like the famous Zen koans, some verses
seemingly make no attempt to explain a philosophical theory but instead
aim to provoke an immediate transcendence of conceptual limitations.

Lindtner, 10
2(448 versesplus 2 in the dedication)

3Sprung, xv
4Coulson, 250
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32 Chapter 4. Nagarjuna’'s Mulamadhyamakakarika

4.2. Methodology of thisExamination of the Karika

There is no easy and obvious way to approach the karika. Most mod-
ern interpreters have opted to approach it by analyzing in isolation the
broader topics with which it deals, such as anatman or dependent aris
ing, and pulling quotes and examplesfrom all sectionsof thiswork and
from other works to explain each topic. Other scholars have chosen to
select merely one subject of Madhyamikato address, such asemptiness,
or one methodological consideration, such asthe use of dialectic. Such
approaches seem unsatisfactory for the present examination of Mad-
hyamika because only the karika and its themes are the focus here, not
the spectrum of Madhyamikaasawhole. Attemptshave also been made
to categorize the sections of the karika into larger groupings of several
chapterseach and indicate the broad themeswhich Nagarjuna supposed-

ly had in mind with each section.! Thisapproach, too, can be misleading
and has no definitive validity; ultimately it may revead little more than
the interpretive bias of the interpreter. The most fruitful approach in the
present context will be first to present in summary form the scope and
thought of the karika itself and only afterwards to discuss its broader
philosophical meaning and possible intent.

There are two admitted drawbacks of thisapproach, i.e. examining
the karika and the karika alone. One, it will not be possible to present
“the thought of Nagarjuna’ as a whole. Other of his works show dif-
ferent sides to his thought and character and provide fruit for differing
interpretations of his place in the broad spectrum of Buddhist thought.
For example, the karika makes almost no mention of any of the themes
which came to be emblematic of the “Greater School” of Mahayana,

2 However, even this mention does not demonstrate Nagarjuna to be an
advocate of Mahayana. and so it could be objected that an examination
of thekarikaonly would attributetoo much “ Older School” -nessto him.
A second drawback isthat presentationsof his concepts could often be
made clearer by recourse to other of hisor hisfollower’sworks. It will
be responded that these two drawbacks are not debilitating, and may not
even be handicaps. An exposition of solely the karika can be defended
because thiswork istruly the cornerstone of the entire subsequent Mad-
hyamika school in al of itsvariety. The karikaisthe vitalizing influence
of Madhyamika and all the main themesof the school areto befound in
it. As mentioned above, the Buddhist tradition is unanimous in consid-
ering it to be the keystone of Madhyamika and perhaps even the single

Icf. Kalupahana 1986, 27-31
2The only exception is one mention of the Bodhisattva-career in XXIV.32.
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most influential work in all of Buddhism after the original sutras.

What would perhaps be most desirable would be to skip a section-
by-section analysisof the karika and jump straight to a discussion of its
broader themes and significances. An attempt to do thiswas the initial
intent of this thesis. What quickly became apparent, though, was how
great the amount of background knowledge necessary to make sense of
thiswork and how little of thisknowledge could be presupposed on the
part of thereader. Take, for example, thiswonderfully crypticverse:“ The
arising of arisingisexclusively thearising of primary arising. Again, the
primary arising produces the arising of arising.”* (All quotations from
the karika, unless otherwise noted, are from the translation of David J.
Kaupahana in Kalupahana, 1986.) Lest the reader be kept in suspense,
thisverse is explained in context below, page 57. The obscurity of such
a statement is not the fault of the trandation; the above is perhaps the
clearest tranglation of thisverseavailable. It isnot to be assumed that the
meaning of averselikethisautomatically becomespellucid if one hasa
background in Buddhist philosophy, but it doesillustrate the difficulties
one faces in attempting to comprehend and communicate Nagarjuna's
thought. It wasthus deemed necessary to summarize the basic themes of
each of the twenty-seven sections, one by one, and briefly introduce the
reader to the concepts contained therein. Only after this has been done
can broader observations be made and the philosophical significances
extracted. Certain translations of Madhyamika thought have presented
only selectionsfrom the original works, sometimes calling them the es-
sential selections? The implication of this pointed out by David Kalu-
pahana, translator of and commentator on the Mulamadhyamakakarika,
isthat the remaining sections are inessential 2 This thesis will not adopt
that approach. While the following exposition of the karika may appear
lengthy, the reader must be assured that prolixity has been scrupulously
avoided and only thefew most essential themesof each section have been
mentioned.

Nagarjuna was both a Buddhist monk and an apologist for Bud-
dhism. It is the Buddha's philosophy, and this philosophy only, that en-
aged histhought and veneration, asevidenced by frequent referencesto
“the Buddha(s)” and “the fully enlightened one.” One thought informs
the whole karika: the Buddha taught that there is no substantial essence

underlying and supporting the manifest world* A “substance” is that

karika V11.4.

2e.g. Sprung 1979

3K alupahana 1986, 27

4The reader’sattention is called to the etymology of the word “substantial:” the Latin roots are sub = “under” + stare =
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which stands under something and provides the ground of being for it.
The abiding soul and / or an absolute God posited by some schools of
thought is, by definition, not dependent upon any element of the world
for itsexistence, and the Buddha's philosophy holdsthat anything that is
not dependent cannot bereal. It would either transcend or precede exis
tence, and thus could not exist. Notwithstanding, the mass of humanity
perceivesand believesin thereal existence of theworld, al the elements

contained therein, and the characteristicsof and relations between these
elements. Nagarjuna devotes the majority of his sectionsto an analysis

of these aspectsof the putative world, such as cause-and-effect, the sens-
es, action, and time. Following this, he examinesthe Buddha' steachings
themselves, focusing on the nature of the enlightened being, the Noble
Path, enlightenment itself, and dependent arising.

4.3. A Presentation of the Treatise

4.3.1. Section 1 — Causation, and some I nitial Problems

Nagarjuna devotes his first section, “Examination of Conditions
(pratyayas),” to the subject of causation. A discussion of causation had
to precede hisexamination of theelementsof reality (dharmas),for itisa
thing’sorigin that determinesitsontological status. Discussion of causal
theoriesheld aparamount placein Indian philosophy, becauseit wasfelt
that asystem’stheory of causality reveal sthemethod of theentiresystem.
1

The Buddha's explanation of the causal processis dependent aris
ing: “if thisarises, that arises. If thisceases, that ceases.” It isunlike any
of the non-Buddhist theoriesof causation which fall in one of four cat-
egories: self- causation, other-causation, a combination of thetwo, or no
causation. Thefirst, self- causation, isexemplified by the Vedic tradition
of asserting the reality of theimmutable Universal Soul, atman. Briefly,
thisdeclaresall effectsto beinherent in their cause, which causeisin ev-
ery case someform of theeternal atman.? A problem with self- causation
isthat the effect must beinherent inthe cause. If so, then nothing new has
occurred or cometo be. Other- or external - causation declaresall change
to be produced by some form of a deus ex machina, such as God, fate,

“to stand.”
IMurti 1960, 166

2¢f. David J. Kalupahana, Causality: The Central Philosophy of Buddhism (Honolulu: The University of Hawaii Press,
1975), 6-15
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4.3. APresentation of the Treatise 35

or adeterministic self- nature! A problem with other-causation isthat if
cause and effect are different then the relation islost, and, for example,
fire could be produced from water. A third type of causal theory advo-
cated by some schoolsisbasically a combination of the self- and other-
causation. The problem with thisisthat both of the above two problems
are compounded. Thefinal optionisthat neither self- nor other-causation
operates, which positionisin effect an indeterminism that deniesall cau-
sation. If anything wereto emerge ever, anywhere, then everything could
emerge at all times, everywhere.

The philosophy of Nagarjuna almost defies interpretation. By the
second verse of the first section, one is already hard-pressed to explain
exactly what Nagarjunais saying. Following an introductory dedication
to the Buddha,? he opens the karika with, in the first verse, what would
appear to bean unqualified rejection of all the possibletheoriesof causa-
tion. “No existentswhatsoever are evident anywherethat are arisen from
themselves, from another, from both, or from a non-cause,” he declares.
3 This can be, and has been, interpreted to be a pure denial of causation.
In the next verse, though, he lists the four conditions (pratyayas) that
function causally: “There are only four conditions (pratyayas), namely,
primary condition, objectively supporting condition, immediately con-
tiguous condition, and dominant condition.”* The word he uses here
for “condition,” pratyaya, was often found in the early Buddhist texts
as a synonym of “cause.”® A condition, in this context, is a foundation
on the basis of which a thing can come to be: "[There] are conditions
(pratyayas), because, depending on them, [things] arise,” defines Nagar-
juna’® A condition (pratyaya) seemsto be a cause which isnecessary but
not sufficient. It isthat which cooperatesin causing a thing to arise, but
isnot the sole cause of itsarising. The difficulty of interpreting Nagar-
juna sstatementsliesin thefact that, even if aconditionisonly apart of
the cause, itisstill acause. He hasthus inthefirst two verses, denied the
tenabil ity of the four non-Buddhist theories of causation, onIy to follow
it with an assertion that conditioned causal relations do exist.’

There areafew very different waysto interpret Nagarjuna's stance

Yibid., 5

2discussed below, pages 115-118
Skarikal.1

karika, 1.2

SKalupahana 1975, 54

Skarikal.7

A comprehensive discussion of the four conditions (pratyayas) Nagarjuna mentions in verse two is beyond the scope
of thisexamination.
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36 Chapter 4. Nagarjuna's Mulamadhyamakakarika

on causation. Of the hundreds of commentaries on and studies of Na-
garjuna’ s philosophy since hisdeath, the main Wei¥figheuti cal approaches
boil down to only a very few, and these few come into play even at this
early point in the karika. A brief summary of the various hermeneuti-
cal approachesisnecessary here, at theroutder, partly because they offer
differing waysto reconcile verse one (denial of causality) and verse two
(affirmation of causality), but also because they will be seen to surface
again and again in various guises throughout this presentation of the
karika. One way to interpret the disparity between the two versesisthat
Nagarjuna is being selective about what type of causation he admits.
A “cause” in the sense of an active and determinate force that effects
change is rejected. What is admitted is only that, if certain conditions
(pratyayas) are present, a thing can arise dependent on them. A second
possibleinterpretationisthat Nagarjunain verseoneisonly denying that
a causally-arisen existent isevident; the causal process could perhapsbe
claimed to be either hidden or transcendent, and thus not accessible to
human perception. A third interpretation al sorestson theword “ evident:”
Nagarjunacould beclaimingthat, whilecausal relationsare perceived by
an unenlightened person, they are seen asillusory and unreal by the one
who hasrealized nirvana. Fourth, the crux of the argument could be the
concept of real existence. Verse one declaresthat no existentsare evident
that have come to be through the workings of causation. Perhapsthings
do arise from causes, but these things do not really exist. Whereas the
previous interpretation holds that the causal processes are illusory, this
position would state that it isthe ontic status of the elementsthemselves
that isunder attack. A final exegesisisthat mentioned earlier: Nagarjuna
can perhaps be seen asrgjecting causation in all itsformsand manifesta:

tions!

It may seem hasty to present so many interpretations so soon. How-
ever, as mentioned, an immediate discussion of them iswarranted, for,
while here the various positionsrelate only to Nagarjuna's treatment of
causation, they can and have been applied to amost all of the topicshe
examines. The fiveinterpretations asthey relate to this context and their
broader implicationscan besummarized asfollows: 1) Nagarjunaaccepts
causation, but selectively. He isolates exactly which theory of causation
he supports, clarifiesthistheory, and rejectstherest. 2) Nagarjunarejects
the human ability to understand the process, in this case the workings of
cause-and-effect. The mysterious mechanics of the universe are either
too transcendent or too esoteric for human investigation to access. 3) The

K alupahana sol vesthisapparent contradiction between thefirst two versessimply by stating that Nagarjunawasdenying
causation but wasneither denying nor confirming conditionality. Thisinterpretationisquestionableand, evenif itisvalid,
the problem is not wholly resolved.
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4.3. APresentation of the Treatise 37

whole process aswell asits products are illusory. The individual mired
in the sphere of relativitiesmay believe that the world has certain quali-
ties, but these specious belief sevaporate when one attai nsenlightenment
and sees the true nature of things. 4) The issue arises due to a mistaken
understanding of existence. There are conditions (pratyayas) dependent
upon which things come to be, and one can speak of cause and effect
relativeto thesethings, but they do not enjoy the statusof having substan-
tial existence. Having no measure of independence, they cannot be said
to bereal. 5) Nagarjunaisreecting everything for the sake of nonsense.
He denies causation only to follow it with an assertion of causation. The
point of thisisto force his readers to abandon concepts altogether and
achieve an unmediated awareness of the absolute, and nonconceptual,
nature of theworld. These five opinionsare not necessarily mutually ex-
clusive. It will be seen that most or all are accurate in certain situations
glr;d that there may not be any one single exegesisthat will be accuratein
situations.

Thefollowing summary of the karikawill first present Nagarjuna's
basi c argumentson each topic and reserve commentary until all elements
have been examined. The above five interpretations can be kept in mind
to help understand histhemesand what to make of them. It ishoped that
thiswill not prove too confusing at times; the reader isto be reassured
that generalized elucidation isforthcoming.

Themajority of thisfirst section seemsto be an examination of what
type of relation holds between the effect and the conditions pratyayas)
which gaverisetoit. Theself-nature of theeffect isnot evident inthe con-
ditions (pratyayas), he saysin verse three, so the relation between cause
and effect is not one of identity. The effect isnot inherent and preexist-
ing in the cause. If it were, then the self-nature of the effect would have
to exist before the effect itself came into manifestation. Yet thisimplies
eternalism and leadsto a philosophical impasselikethat the atman school
faced when forced to explain how change could occur if self- natureis
eternal and immutable. Neither, however, isthe effect a new creation that
iswholly different from the cause. If the effect were not preexistent in
the condition, then effectswoul d not depend on causes. Thiswould allow
for utter randomness — anything could arise at any time.! It isthus not
appropriateto seethe effect asarising either from conditions(pratyayas),
which implieseternalism, or from non-conditions(pratyayas), whichim-
pliesanarchy.

Nagarjunaal so demonstratesthat one cannot view either conditions
(pratyayas) or the effectsarising from them as existent. The two options

karikal.12
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38 Chapter 4. Nagarjuna's Mulamadhyamakakarika

arethat an effect either existed or did not exist at thetimeit wasbrought
into being, but neither position withstands scrutiny. The reason is that
neither of thetwo elementsof the equation, the “effect” and its“ cause,”
can exist independently. They comeinto being only indialectical relation
to each other, and neither can beisolated and examined separate from its
dialectical component. If the effect issaid already to exist at the time of
itsrising, then what isthe use of saying it had a cause? If it already ex-
isted, then the concept of a cause becomessuperfluous. However, neither
can one say that the effect did not yet exist at the time of itsarising. If
so, then what would be the function of acause?“ Of what useisa[cause]
of the existing [effect] 7’ asks Nagarjuna. Neither can one attempt to re-
solve the dilemma by positing some agency that is either a combination
of existence and nonexistence or isareection of both. Thereisthusno
way to attribute any form of existence to an effect and still speak of its
cause. “ Since athing that isexistent or non-existent or both existent and
non-existent isnot produced, how pertinent in that context would a pro-
ducing cause be?’ Nagarjuna summarizes? Nagarjuna's clear presenta-
tion of the implicationsof cause-and-effect demonstratesthat the entire
problem stems from an over-analysis of the categories. Thereisonly a
problem if one attemptsto separate cause and effect and speak of each
in isolation. While the argument is clear and seemingly incontrovertible
as he presentsit, the consequences of hisconclusion arefar- reaching. If
cause and effect arise only in mutual dependence, asthe Buddha taught,
then allgtalk of real existence must be abandoned, a radical conclusion
indeed.

4.3.2. Section 2 — TheRelationship between Nominal and Ver bal
Subjects

Section one does not exhaust Nagarjuna's explanations of causality, for
he discusses it throughout the entire work and examines it in greater
depth especialy in sections four and twenty. His intent in opening the
karika with a brief examination of causality probably was to preclude
any initial misunderstandingsandtorefutethetheoriesof causality which
were both the dominant theoriesin the non-Buddhist world and which

karikal.6. (pratyayatransated by me as*“cause” cf. Monier-Williams673)

%karikal.7

31t may seem that an inherent contradiction in Nagarjuna's philosophy is exposed by his language: in the very act of
denyingthereality of either existenceor non-existencetheverb“tobe” isused. For example, verse XXV.10reads" nirvana
isneither existence nor non- existence” (italicsmine). Thisproblem stemsfrom translation only. Unlike English, Sanskrit
doesnot rely ontheverb “tobe” to expressrelations. In thisexampl e, the original is* nabhavo nabhavo nirvanam,” which
literally reads “Neither existence nor non- existence nirvana.” (Curiously, though Sprung pointed out this problem, he
neglected to answer it. Cf. Sprung 12)
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al so had become preval ent within Buddhist philosophy. Hisnext subject,
“Examination of the Moved and the Not-Moved,” isan investigation of
the process, rather than the elements, of dependent arising. TheBuddha's
doctrine of dependent arising shifted the ontological emphasisfrom one
of static “being” to one of dynamic “becoming.” It is the use of verbs
rather than nounsthat can expressreality and itsintrinsicfluctuant nature.
Nagarjuna discusses the notions of change by examining one concrete
example: motion and rest. He breaks down the verb into itsthree compo-
nentsof the verb in the abstract, its subject, and its sphere of activity, in
this case motion, the mover, and the space within which motion occurs.

The concept of “movement” isdissected and scrutinized to demon-
strate that the three categories of the verb, its subject, and its sphere are
all untenable. Thereisindisputably aperception of action, but thispercep-
tion cannot be explainedinaway that withstandslogical inspection. First,

irespan:  @span of timeisnecessary for activity totake place. Activity, of any kind,

g wakirequires a process of changing physical position or changing attri butes.

rentang waktu T Ni S cChange requires a temporal extension, for an instantaneous change
realita, would be tantamount to the compl ete di sappearance of onethingand the

rentang waktu

coninum,  gppearance in itsplace of awholly new thing. Nagarjunafirst pointsout
o that to speak of motion in the present requiresisolating the present mo-
sedangkan - ment, M ovementin the past or in the future obviously doesnot constitute

waktu beda

kamawaktu Present moving; neither the“hasmoved” nor the*will move” ispresently

fed o Moving. When, though, did the motion of the presently-moving object

ife span,  cOMMenNce? Prior to its commencement it was the “will move,” but a
durasi, “will move” isnot moving. “How could there be a movement in the not

. [yet] moved?" he asks’ Likewise, movement isnot initiated in the “ has
verpikr wakes MOVEd,” for the “has moved,” by definition, is not partaking of present
punyaumur - moyvement. Further, movement does not commence in the “presently

bukan, tetapi

konsep sprt MOViNG,” for thisisalready moving — an action cannot begin anew in a
waways — nlace where it is already present. The exact commencement of motion

punya umur

ifespan,  Can Never be perceived, for, no matter how infinitesimally small theatom-
durasi istic division of time, there will always be one point at which the object
isnot yet moving. “When the commencement of movement isnot being

durasiterkait - perceived in any way, what isit that is discriminated as the moved, the

dgn entitas

yaberalan  Present moving, or the not [yet] moved?’2 Thus movement can only be
drmasalau  nerceived in the present moment, and the activity’s necessary time span

ke masa kini

dankemasa 1S|0St. With the loss of temporal extension, the verbal activity becomes
depan. unfathomable, and hence unreal.

Konsep durasi rgantunc=\yen gssuming that one could still speak of motion even when con-

pada entitas yg
diukur lifespannya

karikall.13
*karikall.14
artinya kita melihat durasi ada bergantungan pada keberlangsungan, life span, life conttinum sebuah entitas, kejadian, fenomena

makanya kita melihat orang hidup, karena bagi kita orang ini berlangsung berjalan dari masa lalu ke masa kini

dan melihat orang mati karena kita melihat orang mati itu tetap mati di masa lalu, ke masa kini dstnya

artinya konsep entitasnya selalu melihat sebuah entitas tunggal yg sama dari momen ke momen

2 point entitas tunggal dan bertahan dari momen ke momen artinya atta yg sama dan atta berjalan dr momen ke momen, dan ironisnya termasuk
atta mati dgn melihat atta yg sama bertahan dr momen ke momen dalam keadaan mati
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fined to a single present moment only, one now hasthe problem of what
moves. By definition, only amover can partake of movement. Likewise,
separated from a mover, there can be no such thing as movement in the
abstract. The relation between these two, the moverand the fact of its
movement, islogically meaningless. To say that amover movesisredun-
dant and superfluous. To say that a non-mover movesisto state a contra-
diction. But these are the only two options, for, “other than a mover and

anon-mover, what third party moves?’! It may sound reasonable to say
that it isamover who partakes of movement. But it isnot appropriateto
speak of amover without movement for, if it doesnot move, then by what
isit amover? Either option createsadigunction between the subject and
itsactionthat is unacceptable.

Thesubject of motionisonly half the story. One must further exam-
inethelack of motion, or rest. The problemsencountered by theissue of
rest are identical asthose faced by motion: a mover isnot stationary, for
thisisacontradiction, anon-mover isnot stationary, for thisisaneedless
tautology, and there isno third party that is stationary. Further, a mover-
cannot come to rest, for it would then cease to be a mover. If a mover
wereto becomea“rester,” thenitsidentity would change and it would no
longer be the same subject; there would be the dissolution of the moving
object and the instant creation of the stationary object.

The obvious objection to the above argumentsis to say that they
assume an untenable identity of a mover and its movement. Thisidenti-
ty should be replaced with a concept of difference, the opposition could
declare: the mover isnot the same asits movement, but merely possesses
movement. If thiswere so, though, then movement would exist inthe ab-
stract and beindependent of the mover. Therewould be motion but noth-
ing moving. Another problem of isolating the subject from itsmovement
is that this subject is not perceived in any way. This subject devoid of
attributes, what Western philosophy callsthe “bare particular,” would be
ametaphysical creation produced purely by the imagination, for it could
never be experienced. Nagarjuna closes this section with the summary
statement that neither motion, nor the mover, nor the space moved inis
evident.2 He has up to this point not offered an explicit discussion of the
gpatial dimension, but he statesthat the reality of spaceisto be negated
in the same way that motionand rest were.

Thereader isat thispoint likely to beleft with the thought that Na-
garjunawas arampaging nihilist. All concepts are being summarily de-
nied for some obscure and perverse purpose. Admittedly, thisisaconclu-
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sion that has occasionally been drawn by admirers and detractors alike,
both ancient and modern. However, whileit isnot yet clear what Nagar-
juna’sintent is, it islikely not one so ssmple. He appearsto be negating,
not the reality of subject and object and their attributes, but rather just
some way of thinking about them. Regarding thetopic of thissection, he
wrote“ Theview that movement isidentical with the mover isnot proper.

The view that the mover is different from motionis also not proper.? It
remainsto be seen, though, what view is proper.

4.3.3. Sections3through 6 — Factorsof Personal Existence:
Elementsand Passions

Nagarjunamovesfrom thesefoundational examinationsto an analysisof
each of the specific categoriesdelineated by the Abhidharma: the spheres
of sense (ayatanas), the factors comprising the individual (skandhas),
and the physical elements dnarmas). He begins with an examination of
the sense faculty of the eye, its function, and its object. He uses seeing
asaparadigm for all of the senses, because an examination of one sense

faculty issufficient to explain the function of all of the senses?

The theory of perception explained in section three of the karika,
“Examination of the Faculty of the Eye,” isnothing more than arestate-
ment of the Buddha' steaching of dependent arising. Ontheonesideare
the six sense faculties, and on the other are their six objective spheres.
When these two come together, sensory perception arises. (The mind is
considered the sixth organ of sense. It is not to be confused with con-
sciousness, whichinfusesall six faculties, not just themental.) Therewas

little controversy about the senses themselves,? so what likely inspired
this section was a debate regarding the specific functioning of the facul-
ties. Hindu phil osophy posited two distinct elementsnecessary for seeing:

the seeing of the object, and the abstract noun “seeing.”* Thisis analo-
gous to the above-mentioned debate over motion, in which there was a
tendency to isolate and make abstract the processof “movement” assep-
arate from the actual instance of moving. There wasalso a disagreement
regarding thefunctioning of thesenseswithin Buddhism. Theolder Ther-
avadatradition held that the sensory objectsexist outside of and indepen-

Ikarikall.18

2More than this, the faculty of vision was paramount in Indian philosophy. Truths were seen as being self- evident, so
much so that theterm for asystem of thought wasdarsana, “sight.” The Buddha al so emphasized the unique significance
of sight by telling hisfollowers, not to “believe” him, but to “ come and see [for yourself].” Cf. Rahula, 8-9

K alupahana 1992, 164
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dent of theact of perception. Thismay not necessarily violate dependent
arising, for the sensory object consistsonly of infinitesimal and momen-
tary atomsand the functioning of the faculty of perceptionisrequired to

imposeorder ontheatomsand createaperception.t Whilethistheory may
not bewrong per se, Nagarjunawasstill uncomfortablewith the substan-
tialism it implied. To clarify exactly what dependent arising says about
the function of perception, he used an illustration: perceptions depend
on their physical objective sphere “just asthe birth of asonissaidto be
dependent upon the mother and thefather.” That is, perceptioniswholly
dependent upon the object perceived for itsfunctioning. Perception asan
independent process or entity cannot exist in the abstract, separate from
the object perceived.

The other aspect of perception that he felt compelled to examine,
after perception and the perceived, was the subject perceiver. Again, the
immediately obviousalternativeto the Buddha' steaching wasthe Hindu.
The Upanisads asserted an unchanging and eternal agent perceiver, and
declared that this eternal soul is the ultimate object of all perceptions.
Thetruest and most primal perceptionisthat of theatman, the soul, being
aware of itself. Thisconcept issurely what Nagarjunahad in mindinthe
second verse of thissection when he saysthat “ seeing does not perceive
itself, itsown form.” There must be two separate elementsfor seeing to
arise: the seer and the seen. Yet on the other hand, seeing must in some
way perceiveitsdf, for “how can that which does not see itself see oth-
ers?’3 A further confusion liesin the seer’srelation to hisor her seeing.
Like the mover and movement, “a seer doesnot exist either separated or
not separated from seeing.”* If the seer exists separate from the action of
seeing, then there will be some point at which the seer is not presently
seeing, and thusis not yet a “seer.” If they are not separated, then there
ISNo one engaging in the activity of seeing, but rather one whose nature
it isalwaysto see. Thistheory can perhaps be asserted metaphysically,
but it isnever experienced in fact. The way to disentangle the paradox is
by not positing either a strict bifurcation between seer and seen, which
would preclude their possibility of interacting, or an identity between
thetwo, which would obviate perception asafaculty. The proper descrip-
tion of the relation between the two, i.e. dependent arising, isyet to be
explained.

Section four, “ Examination of the Aggregates,” discussesthe Bud-

Hiriyanna, 204
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dha sinsight into thetransitorinessof all phenomena. He saw that imper-
manency requiresthat therebe no permanent entities. Conversely, if there
are permanent entities, then these can never be phenomenal, and thusare
pure abstractionsthat aretoo metaphysical to have any relevance. The ap-
parent permanence of the noumenal individual was explained asamere
contiguity of phenomenal elements. The Buddha analyzed these unitsof
phenomenainto two categories: the aggregates of factorsthat constitute
the apparent personality, the skandhas, and the physical elements com-
prising these aggregates, the dhatus. Thesetwo categories, alongwiththe
spheres of sense, comprised the base constituents of reality as analyzed
and classified by the Abhidharma. Having discussed the senses, Nagar-
juna now devotes two sectionsto an examination of the remaining two
categories.

Reacting to the schoolsthat asserted a transcendent and immanent
soul, the Buddha analyzed the psychophysical personality into five ag-
gregates to show that there was no permanent soul in theindividual and
then to explain what does comprise the individual. On the opposite end
of the spectrum, he reacted to the materialist theory that it isonly matter
which is eternal by analyzing the physical elementsthemselves and ex-
posing their transience. There was no debate within Buddhism about the
validity of these theories; the skandhas and the dhatus were accepted by
al. However, it appearsthat there wasatendency to read moreinto these
theoriesthan the Buddhaintended. The“ Realists” posited some form of
aself-naturethat resided in the elements, and the “ Personalists’ asserted
that therewas someform of aself-hood that transcended but was neither
identical with nor different from its component aggregates.

Nagarjuna chose to approach these heretical theoriesin thissection
by demonstrating first that it is not possible to think of the aggregates
asreal. The aggregates into which the Buddha analyzed the individual
were material form (the body), sense-contacts, perceptions, psychol og-
ical tendencies (the characteristics that most evidently distinguish one
personality from another), and consciousness. These could be reified
by positing a base foundation for each. For example, the foundation for
material form would be the elements of earth, air, fire, water, and space,
and the foundation of sense-contact, or feeling, would be pleasure, pain,
gladness, sadness, or indifference.! Such areification, Nagarjunaargued,
requires an untenable division between the foundations of an aggregate
and the aggregate itself. Any attempt to rel ate an aggregate and itsfoun-
dation dissolvesinto nonsense in exactly the same way that amover and
itsmovementcannot berel ated. Consider, for exampl e, feeling and one of

K alupahana 1992, 146
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its constituents, pleasure. Are they two different things? If so, then they
will exist independently, and will losetheir dialecticidentity. Thevarious
perceptions and sensationswill not be afoundational constituent for the
human category of feeling if feeling is not contingent upon them, and
viceversa. Then arethey identical ? If so, the division between an aggre-
gate and itsfoundation would become meaningless, for they would then
be one and the same. Feeling would be both pleasure and pain always
and at the same time. The only relation they could have is one of com-
plete dependence, which is exactly what the Buddha taught. Neither the
aggregates nor that which comprises them have any existence on their
own: in this example, pleasure does not exist until it isfelt, and feeling

has no function until thereis pleasure!?

Sectionfive, “Examination of the Physical Elements,” isalong sim-
ilar lines. The Buddha spoke of the elements as each having a specific
characteristic, e.g. the nature of earthishardnessand the nature of water
isfluidity. However, cautions Nagarjuna, thisdistinction between an ele-
ment and itscharacteristic cannot be pressed toofar. If the characterized,
e.g. earth, exists separately from its characteristic, e.g. hardness, then
one is left with two independent and meaningless abstractions: a piece
of earth that isnot yet associated with hardness, and a piece of hardness
that exists only in the potential. “An existent that is without character-
istics is nowhere evident,” he said. Furthermore, “in the absence of the
[existent], there is no occurrence of the characteristic.”? The relation of
elementsand their qualities, if scrutinized closely enough inthismanner,
produces arather startling conclusion: “There is neither an existent nor
anon- existent, neither the characterized nor the characteristic,” nor even
any of the elementscomprising physical existence!® A statement such as
thisobvioudly issubject to many and diverse interpretations, such asthe

five summarized above?

Nagarjuna devotes section six to an “Examination of Lust and the
Lustful One.” Theword used herefor “lust,” raga, can mean any general

feeling of passion or strong interest.® (To express their broad meanings,

4t may be noted that the paradigm offered by the Buddhaiswholly antithetical to that of Platonism: the Platonic“theory
of Forms” represents an epitome of the worldview Nagarjuna was rejecting. It seems that Nagarjuna's only grievance
about the theory of the aggregates was the tendency to seek a substantial reality underlying each aggregate. While the
systematization of the categories produced by the Abhidharma was not necessarily wrong, Nagarjuna wanted to ensure
that no excessive metaphysical theorizing resulted from it.

karika V.2 and V.4, respectively

Skarika V.7

4The reader isreminded that the word “is” in “there is neither an existent nor a non-existent” is problematic in English
translation only. The original reads na bhavo nabhavo, literally “neither existent nor non-existent.”

SMonier-Williams, 872
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lust and its opposite, hate, will often be trandated here as “passionate
attractionand aversion.”) Hispurpose hereisto show that, like movement
and theonewho moves, lust and theonewho islustful areinterdependent
and cannot be ontologically distinguished. There is no such thing as a
subject who is a tabula rasa, who is not presently lustful but who either
wasor will be, for then in what abstract realm could the unmanifest lust
possibly exist? Further, neither can lust and thelustful one be oneand the
same, for then there would be no such thing as the noun “lust” — there
would only be one entity, the lustful one, and speaking of two different
thingswould be a superfluity.

Therearetwo possiblesignificancesof thissection. Theonefavored
by trandator David Kalupahana is that Nagarjuna was here addressing
oneof theissuesthat the Buddhasaid waschiefly to blamein committing
theindividual to bondage. Greed, hatred, and lust are all instances of the
thirst tanha) that bindstheindividual to thecycleof unpleasant birth-and-
death, especially the misguided greed and lust for continued existence.
! Freedom, nirvana, was defined as the absence of lust, and therefore,
Kalupahana seems to say, Nagarjuna demonstrated the independent

unreality of lust to facilitate escaping from it and realizing nirvana?

A dlightly different significance is hinted at by the placement of
this section. It immediately follows an examination of the components
of reality and the individual, i.e. the physical elements (dhatus) and the
constituent aggregates of the psychophysical individual (skandhas). Na-
garjuna has aready examined two of the five aggregates, perception in
section three and material form in section four. The fourth constituent
aggregate of the individual is samskara, mental formations and disposi-
tions. These dispositionsinclude any volitional activity or habitual ten-
dency, good and bad, that creates karma and thus binds one to the cycle
of birth-and-death. Dispositions include confidence and conceit, wis
dom and ignorance, lust and hatred.® Since Nagarjuna examines one of
these dispositions, lust, shortly after a discussion of the aggregatesasa
whole, it islikely that he is using lust as a paradigmatic example of all
the dispositions. His intention then would be to demonstrate in yet an-
other way that there isto be found no transcendent Self separate from
its psychophysical constituents. That Nagarjuna intended this section to
be more comprehensive than an examination of lust only isindicated by
this section’s concluding verse: “ Thus, with or without the lustful one,
there is no establishment of lust. Like lust, there is no establishment of

1Rahula, 29
2Kal upahana 1986, 40-41and 153-4
SRahula, 22
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anything with or without [accompaniments].”! (italicsmine) That is, all
dispositional constituentsof theindividual areultimately dependent. Any
real existence of them isillusory, whether the individual existsor not.

4.3.4. Section 7 — Cohesion of Disparate Elements (Samskrta)

Thebasicelementsnecessary for the manifestation of thephysical world,
I.e. causal conditions (pratyayas), verbs, the factors of the perceivingin-
dividual, and the physical elementshave now been briefly examined. Itis
now possibleto examinetheway the elementscombineto make phenom-
ena. Nagarjuna proceeds to do thisin section seven, “ The Examination

of Composite Things.”2 The Buddha described all composite elements,
|.e.al phenomena, aspartaking of threecharacteristics: arising, enduring,
and ceasing. Thingscometo be, remain for atime, and then go away. Na-
garjuna accepts these three processes of existence, but cautions against
hypostatizing any of them. If athing were defined by either real arising,
real enduring, or real ceasing, then there would be the oddity of the orig-
ination of athing which has no duration or cessation, of something that
enduresbut hasno origination or decay, or of athing that diesbut which
was never born.?

The obvious way out of the dilemmaisto say that athing merely
can be described in terms of one of the three processes, rather than par-
taking of the nature of one of thethree. Thisresponse may, at first, seem
to be the proper one. For example, a phenomenon can be said to arise,
but that doesnot.mean that it partakesof a separate and real thing called
“arising.” If arising, enduring, and ceasing werereal, then they would be
discrete entities and thus “not adeguate to function as characteristics of
the composite [thing].”* The reason for thisisthat if they werereal and
discrete entities, then a phenomenon could obviously not partake of all
three at the same time, which would mean that it would be arising at the
same time that it was ceasing. Neither could it partake of one after the
other, for thiswould imply that at the time of arising athing was perma-
nent, i.e. non-arisen, and then becomestemporary between the moments
of arising and ceasing, and then suddenly shifts from a state of endur-
ing to the processof decaying. One could never find the precise moment
when, for example, endurance gives way to cessation. Infinite regress

Ikarika V1.10

2Theword used here, samskrta, is usually translated as“ conditioned.” To avoid confusion with “conditions (pratyayas),”
pratyaya, it will be clearer to translate samskrta as* composite.” (cf. Monier-Williams, 1120)

SMurti 1960, 192
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becomes unavoidable. Each of the three processes would itself have to
arise, endure, even if only but for an instant, and then cease. “If arising

were to produce this present arising, which arising would again produce

that arising of that arising?’ Nagarjunawryly asks (Thisisthe context
of the “wonderfully cryptic” verse quoted on page 40, i.e. “The arising
of arising isexclusively the arising of primary arising...” A further elu-
cidation of this, though, would not be proper here. Cf. karika V1| 4)

Theineluctable conclusion of aclose examination of thethree pro-
cessesisthat not one of them existsasreal, and so the above response,
though seemingly acceptable, al so breaksdown. “Asanillusion,adream,
a[mythical city], so have arising, endurance, and destruction been exem-
plified.” And, further, “with the non-establishment of arising, duration,

and destruction, the composite[thing] doesnot exist.”? That is, if thethree
phasesof the processare negated, then the processed thing itself must be
illusory. Therefore, even the notion that athing can be described interms
of one of thethree processes must fail, even if the processesthemselves
are not reified.

4.3.5. Sections8-11 — TheOntological Statusof the Individual

Having discussed the elementsboth singly and in combination, Nagarju-
na briefly looks at the agent which appears to underlie or precede these
phenomena. He does this with the next four sections, in which he first
examinesthe nature of the agent and itsaction, then the preexistent self,
then the relation between the self’ sexistence and itstemporal states, and
finally the prior and posterior extremesof the self’sexistence.

There are two primary ways that philosophers have tended to ap-
proach the subject of the self: one empirical, the other speculative. The
empirical approach |s famously expressed by the Cartesian dictum “1
think, therefore | am.” Nagarjuna analyzesthis approach with the exam-
pl eof “I act, thereforel am” in section eight, “ Examination of Actionand
Actor.” It could be said that the agent actor must exist, for it isapparent
that activity exists. I n section two Nagarjunaremoved the substantial ba-
sisfor activity and change, but it isnot denied that both are till perceived
by the ignorant and the enlightened alike. The crux iswhat isthe proper
way to regard, or believe in, this activity and change. It is not possible
to say that thereisareally existent agent who performsareally existent
action. Real existence implies immutability, for if the entity’s essence
changed then it would no longer be the same entity. However, thisim-

Ikarika V11.18.
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mutability would require an impassabl e dichotomy between the ground
of being and the sphere of activity. Neither isit possible to say that the
agent who actsis in some abstract way “non-existent.” If thiswere so,
then change and activity would be effected without having been existen-
tially caused. Despite the above problems, Nagarjuna does not deny the
occurrence of activity. A flat denial of activity would undercut the entire
foundation of the Buddha'steachingson morality and, by extension, the

Noble Path |eading to enlightenment would be lost.! The proper relation
between agent and acti onisonce agai n nothing morethan dependent aris-
ing, for neither of the two can have either areal or an unreal status. “We

do not perceive any other way of establishing [them],” he concludes?

The speculative approach to establishing the reality of the agent is
logical induction. Nagarjuna examines and refutes this approach in the
next section, “Examination of the Prior [Entity].” If there isthe fact of
perception, then there is the entity of a perceiver, this approach would
hold. “Therefore it is determined that, prior to [perceptions|, such an
existent is,” asserts the opponent.® This could be expressed by slightly
rephrasing the Cartesian dictum to “
thinker?’ Theimmediate problem with thisisthat such a*“prior subject”
could be nothing more than a speculatlve abstraction. If the subject is
said to exist prior to perception, then “ by what meansisit made known?”’

* Thereisno way to be aware of or even to posit the existence of a sub-
ject prior to and thusintrinsically

Further, if such aprior entity were posited, then perceptionswould exist
independent of the perceiver, which isabsurd. Theanal ysisof perception
undertaken above in section three of the karika focused on the impossi-
bility of independence specifically of percelver and perceiving. Thissec-
tion, though, isdlightly different in scope— it analyzestheimpossibility
of the subject’sexistenceindependent of any of itsexperiencesby virtue
of existing prior to them. The consequence of thisis broad. “ Someone
prior to, simultaneous with, or posterior to [perception] is not evident,”
and therefore neither are the experiencesthemsel vesevident. The upshot

isthat “thoughts of existence and non-existence are also renounced.”

Section ten is, prima facie, an examination of one dualism: fire
and the fuel which it burns. Actually, though, Nagarjuna was using this
example to discuss from yet another angle the issue of the essence and

karika VI11.5
%karika V111.12
Skarika lX.1-2
“karikalX.3
Skarika1X.11-12
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temporal manifestation of the self. One school of Personalism asserted
that there is a person who is neither identical with nor different from
its constituent aggregates, skandhas. Adherents of this school used the
metaphor of fireand fuel to explain their position. Fireisnot identical to
itsfuel, for then that which isburned would be the same as the process
of burning. Nor isfiredifferent from fuel, for then they could not be ex-
plained in the same terms; for exampl e, that which isburning would not
be hot.! Notwithstanding the fact that the individual cannot be explained
ontologically, the Personalistsheld, it wasstill necessary to assert itsreal-
ity, for otherwise karma could not appertain and rebirth would not occur.
2 |t was this doctrine which Nagarjuna criticized through hisanalysis of
fireand fuel.

Nagarjuna agrees that fire and fuel cannot be identical, for then
there would be only one entity, and he agrees that they cannot be sepa-
rate, for then there could be heat and flame but nothing burning. While
the Personalistswere maintaining that fireand fuel were neither identical
nor different, they were still admitting the reality of both. Their agenda
would then have been to deconstruct the ontological independence of
the two for the sake of arriving at a higher synthesis midway between
the two halves of the dualism2 It isdifficult to explain what Nagarjuna's
position isin this section, for he seemsto say two different things. One
verse especially makesit unclear what exactly Nagarjuna' sstance on the
identity /differencewas. “If fireisdifferent from fuel it would reach the
fuel, just asawoman would reach for aman and aman for awoman,” he
says?* He follows thiswith a statement that fire and fuel could reach for
each other in the same way as do the man and the woman “only if fire
and fuel were to exist mutually separated.”® On the one hand, he denied
differenceinthefirst verse of thissection by pointing out that if they are
different then each would exist on itsown, an absurd conclusion. On the
other, the fact that woman and man interact isempirically validated and
indisputable. One interpretation of thisdisparity isbased on the fact that
there are numerous instances in the Mulamadhyamakakarika in which
Nagarjuna quotes an opponent’s position and refutesit in the next verse.
Some commentators have interpreted the first verse of these two asthe
opponent’ swrong view, followed by Nagarjuna’ sassertion of the correct

view.! Thisinterpretation would have Nagarjuna say that, whilefire and

L amotte, 608

2Kohn, 243

3K alupahana 1986, 197
“karika X.6
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fuel are not the same, they are not really different, either. Man and wom-
an, though, are non-dependent and hence different.

Another interpretation does not disagree with the above, but lends
it adlightly different character. One could interpret both verses as Na-
garjuna’s, from which it would follow that he isrecognizing there to be
different types of complementary relationships. While on the one hand
fireand fuel aremutually dependent for their very definition, on the other
the human genders are observed to be complementary but separate. This
would declare there to exist dualismsthe individual elements of which
are dependently arisen, not contingent on the other half of the pair, but
merely contingent upon internal factors. The perception and conceptual
differentiation of each half of the duality would of course be dependent
on the other half — one could not define “woman” without defining
“man” — but the ontic statusof the entity would not be dependent on the
other half. Whileit isnot certain which of theabovetwointerpretationsis
the better, an example Nagarjuna used in section six, i.e. that of lust and
the lustful one, may provide a clue. There, he made it clear that, though
lust and the lustful one are differentiable, neither can exist without the
other. Not only are their identities mutually contingent, but further they
cannot be found in separate temporal or spatial locations. Likewise, fire
and fuel are ultimately inseparable. Man and woman, though, are obvi-
oudly separate. If nothing el se, the two genders can be seen to exist when
In separate spatial locations, when not “reaching for” each other. Nagar-
junaisthusdemonstrating that complementary relationshipscan takedif -
ferent forms, which relationshipsallow varying degreesof independence
of each half of the pair.

Section eleven, “Examination of the Prior and Posterior Extremi-
ties,” isdevoted to an addressof onelast element of the belief inthe soul,
namely the eternalism it implies. The Buddha spurned discussions of
etiology and teleology both because the only important things to worry
about are those in the present, and al so because ultimate beginningsand
ends can only be speculative. Nagarjuna here examinesthe meaning and
relevance of thelatter, the ultimate prior and posterior ends. The Buddha
clearly stated that the ultimate ends of the universe are not evident and

hence inconceivable? Furthermore, it is not even appropriate to speak
of the ultimate endsof an individual life-span, for they cannot be“real.”

ICf. thetrandation of the karika verses X.8-9in Frederick Streng, Emptiness: A Study in Religious Meaning (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1967). (It hasbeen claimed that thistrandationisnot by Streng, asclaimed, but by J. A. B. van Buitenen.
Cf. KeesW. Bolle, review of A History of Buddhist Philosophy, by David J. Kalupahana, in Journal of Oriental Studies
(1994, page number unknown). However, sinceit is Streng’s name only listed in Emptiness and cross-referencesare to
Streng, thistrang ation will be referred to here ashis.)

2K alupahana 1986, 206
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If birth were real, then three undesirable options would arise. If birth
preceded the entity of death, then there would be a birth without old age
and death, and all arisen thingswould beimmortal. If deathisinherent in
birth, then something will be dying at the same moment it isbeing born.
Finally, if itisflatly stated that birth and death are separate, then no born
thingswill dieand thethingsthat diewill never have been born. Theonly
correct way to view birth-and-death isthat, if somethingisborn, then it
will die. Thisisnot merely aslightly different way to phrasetherelation-
ship between the two, but rather a whole different way of viewing the
nature of birth and death: they do not exist on their own, and therefore
one can in no way speak of originsor ends. Of effect and cause, charac-
terized and characteristic, “of the entirelife processaswell asof all ex-

istents, the prior [and posterior] ends[are] not evident.”*

4.3.6. Sections12-13 — Sufferingand its Cause

Nagarjuna has now analyzed almost all of the elementsinto which the
Abhidharma subdivided reality. Only one percept has not yet been men-
tioned. This is duhkha, the all-encompassing universal suffering. The
Buddha spoke of “three marks of existence’: impermanence, soulless
ness, and suffering. Impermanence and soullessness are descriptions of
the ontological status of phenomena, and suffering is the consequence
of these for the individual. The next two sections of the karika discuss,
first, the nature and origin of sufferingitself and second, the dispositions
which cause all phenomena to be experienced as suffering.

Buddhism does not see duhkha asjust aregrettable fact of life that
must be accepted. Thiswould be simple pessimism. Since Buddhism is
preeminently a soteriology, the fact of suffering isexploited to spur the

unhappy individual on to the proper goal of nirvana? The Buddha was
very clear that one must have a proper understanding of sufferingand its
origin if oneisto utilize this understanding and ultimately escape from
suffering. Nagarjuna examined all the possibilities of the cause of suf-
fering, namely self-causation, other-causation, both, or neither, and found
that none were tenable. The result of considering suffering to be self-
caused would be that one person actsin away that causes suffering, and
then this same person experiences the suffering. This would mean that
the same person existed in at least two separate moments, which would
lead to the belief in eternalism. If suffering is considered to be caused

karika X1.7-8. (The addendum " [and posterior]” ismine. It wasleft out of the sentence most likely only to preservethe
meter, soitsinclusion isjustified.)

2Santina, 31-33
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by another, then there would not be a firm connection between an act
and itsconsequences. Thiscould lead to adenia of moral responsibility.
A further objection to both of the above isthat any distinction between
the agent and the suffering caused by the agent’s act would allow for
there to be a person existing separate from suffering. Who isthis person

who can exist unsullied by duhkha? asks Nagarjuna Finally, if caused
by both, then the above difficulties are just compounded, and if caused
by neither, then it would be deterministic and nirvana forever unattain-
able. When a disciple asked the Buddha if suffering is self-caused or is
caused by another, the Buddha did not answer “yes’ or “no” to either
question. He merely remarked, in answer to each, “one should not put it

that way.”? To preclude the false and harmful beliefs mentioned above,
thefact of sufferingwasneither explained nor explained away. The only
important thing is its eradication, which isindirectly the subject of the
next section.

Nagarjunaexamined briefly in sectionsix the nature of passionslike
lust and hatred, or passionate attraction and aversion, and demonstrated
that they are dependent upon the one who grasps. This proves that the
constraining passions are ultimately illusory and can have no real claim
on the one who understandsthem. An understanding of thisdependence
pavestheway for thepossibility of freeing oneself from the passionsand
discovering nirvana. He examines the nature of dispositionsonce again
in section thirteen, “ Examination of Dispositions,” but with a different
emphasis. Whereas in the earlier section he focused on the dependence
of the dispositionson the subject, here he explainsin greater detail why

the dispositions can have no independent reality3

This section, at eight versesin length, isone of the shortest in the
karika. However, it isone of the most important examinationsof the en-
tiretreatise. The dispositions have a unique place in the Buddha's ontol-
ogy, for they hold avery influential placein histwo formulationsof real-
ity, i.e.dependent arising and the aggregatesof personal existence skand-
has). Asthe second link in the chain of dependent arising, dispositions
are that which, conditioned by ignorance, bring the world into existence.
In the five categories comprising the individual, dispositions both shape

Ikarika X11.4,6
2Kalupahana 1986, 45

STheimportance of thissectionishinted at by the difficulty the Buddhist tradition hashad in naming it. Most interpreters
have entitled it “ Samskara-pariksa,” the analysis of “Dispositions’ (Kalupahana) or “Conditioned Elements’ (Streng),
even though the term samskara appears in the chapter only once. The Tibetan texts gave it the title “ Tattva-pariksa,”
analysisof “Truth,” though the term tattva does not appear in the chapter once. Sprung’stitle of “The Absence of Being
in Things” may be the most accurate, for the terms“sunya’ or “sunyata’ appear in half the verses. However, since this
debateistoo involved for the context at hand, Kalupahana stranslation is accepted here.



4.3. APresentation of the Treatise 53

the personality and condition rebirth.

In placing this discussion immediately after the one of suffering,
Nagarjuna apparently had in mind the Buddha's “three marks of exis
tence,” impermanence, suffering, and soullessness. The Buddha's ex-
act wording hereisimportant. He did not indiscriminately ascribe these
marks to all aspects of existence. Specifically, he said “All conditioned
things are impermanent. All conditioned things are suffering. All phe-

nomena are soulless”* An implication of thisis, not that conditioned

things are not soulless, but that not all phenomena are suffering.? If the
Buddha were to have said that al phenomena are suffering, he would
have been promoting an unreserved pessimism, for there isno escaping
phenomena while alive. By saying that all conditioned things are suf-
fering, he was showing a way to escape from suffering whilein thislife.
A person may be a part of the phenomenal world but not regard it in a
way that createssuffering, i.e. not seek reality in conditioned things. One
needs only an understanding of thisunreal nature of things, which will
allow oneto give up the grasping thirst for existence and the passionsin-
spired by experience. This, in turn, will pacify the dispositions, and most
suffering will be avoided.?® The cause of all of this self-entrapment isa
lack of proper understanding. “ The dispositions depend on ignorance,”
the Buddha said, and “the entire mass of suffering thus comesinto exis

tence.”* The key that Nagarjuna holdsto all of thisisthat he can clarify
the nature of the passionsand dispositions, which will help to dispel the
ignorance which causes duhkha

The aggregate of dispositionsisof crucia importance, for it isthis
aggregate which, morethan any of the other four, flavorsthe character of
thewholebundle. Intermsof thehuman individual, dispositionsare most
directly responsible for giving shape and uniqueness to the personality.
Theimportance of thisaggregate and the frequency of Nagarjuna'sref-
erence to it warrants further elucidation of its nature. The first three ag-
gregatesprovidefor the material world, sensationsof it, and the resultant
cognizing of sensation called perception. For example, thefirst aggregate
may be an object, the second aggregate senses the light reflecting from
the object and reportsthe frequency of the light, and the third aggregate

1K alupahana 1986, 218

°Neither may this be interpreted to mean that phenomenal things are permanent. Admittedly, thisis confusing. Likely
the Buddha just used the formulation that “all phenomena are soulless’ to be more comprehensive — had he said “all
conditioned things are soulless,” one would not be prevented from erroneously seeking a soul residing outside of the
conditioned things. cf. Rahula, 57-58.

SEtymology provides an intriguing coincidence: the root of the English word “passion” isthe Latin pati, “to suffer.”
“Ramana, 111
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identifies that frequency as “blue.” The fourth aggregate isa mix of at-
titudes, habits, emotions, passions, and thoughts which cause the person
to react to thisperception, e.g. “I like blue.”

Thisisaso the place where, if oneisnot careful, such preferences
and attitudes can lead to grasping. These dispositions are what turn an
otherwise passivereceiver of perceptionsinto aconceptualizing and act-
ing individual. These four all provide first an awareness of the external
world and then reactionsto it. The fifth and final aggregate, conscious
ness, isnot asort of higher result arising from thefirst four, for the inter-
nal mental lifeisfound in the fourth aggregate. Rather, consciousnessis
aterm for the all-pervading awareness which makes possibl e sensations,
perceptions, and dispositions.

A guote from the philosopher William James, while written in ref-
erenceto adifferent tradition, isnonethelessone of the clearest and most
cogent expressionsof thefunctionand importanceof thedispositionsthis
author hasyet found.

“Conceiveyourself, if possible, suddenly stripped of all the emo-
tion with which your world now inspiresyou, and try to  imagineit as
it exists, purely by itself, without your favorable or unfavorable, hope-
ful or apprehensive comment. It will be  almost impossible for you to
realize such acondition of negativity and deadness. No one portion of
the universewould then have any importance beyond another; and the
wholecollection of itsthingsand seriesof itseventswould be without
significance, character, expression, or perspective.”*

The dispositionsare thusvital if the personisto act in and react to
theworld, and action and reaction arethemselvesvital if oneistofollow
the Eightfold Path. On the other hand, the dispositions can also be the
chief cause of grasping and will bind one to the cycle of suffering if
oneisnot careful. It is dispositions which constitute preferences, but it
Isthese preferences which can easily become passionate attractions and
aversions. As Kaupahana putsit, “we are, therefore, in a double-bind.”
We need the dispositions in order to live, but they can aso contribute
most to our suffering?2 Thekey isto usedispositional preferenceswithout
being used by them. Nagarjuna's section here offers explanations and
guidance about how oneisto do this.

To help to pacify, or break free from the clutch of the dispositions,
Nagarjuna introduces here his famous concept of emptiness, sunyata!

Iwilliam James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (New York: The Modern Library, 1929), 147 (italics
inorigina)
2K alupahana 1986, 48
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First, he repeats his negation of the possibility of real change. “Neither
change of something initself nor of something different is proper. The

youth does not age nor does an aged person age.”2 An entity cannot both
have areal identity and experience a change. If, in the example, the per-
son were youthful, then he or shewould partake of no agednessand thus
could not remain a youth and still age. If the person were aged, then it
would be ludicrousto say that he or she ages. Thiswould be tantamount
to saying, for example, that a red thing turnsred: real change would not
have occurred. The solution isto say that all existent things have no self-
nature, svabhava. Substances do not have attributes— they are* empty.”
Nagarjuna seems to feel that removing the possibility of holding false
beliefsisthebest way to precludedispositional grasping and thesuffering
concomitant withit. If one understandsthat all thingsare empty, thenig-
norance will be removed, the dispositionswill lose their foundation, and
“the entire mass of suffering” will go out of existence.

4.3.7. Sections14-15 — Identity / Difference: Self-naturevs.
Association of Distinct Elements

Nagarjuna has devoted the majority of the first thirteen sections to ex-
aminationsof each of the elementsintowhich the Abhidharmaclassified
reality and some of the causal and dependence relations between these
elements. The problemshe haswith most of these elementsboil downto
the fact that they cannot be considered in isolation. When any element
IS seen as being in some way independent, logical paradoxes result. In
section fifteen he addressesthe root cause of these problematic theories,
which problem isthe assertion of self-nature, svabhava. Before tackling
thispivotal issue, though, there was one last point he wanted to clarify.

Nagarjuna has amply demonstrated that one cannot conceive of
thingsin isolation, because theidentity which makes each a separate and
distinguishable “thing” depends wholly on its relation to other things.
What he hasnot addressed asfully ashewould likeisthe relation itself.
This he does in section fourteen, “Examination of Association.” If one
assertsthat phenomenaconsist of separateyet interacting elements, then
oneisleft with the problem of how these elementscombine, or associate,
to produce the phenomena. Thereisno way for atomistic and fully inde-
pendent things to associate, for atruly independent thing is non-contin-
gent, incapable of being influenced, and thus not subject to association.

IEmptinesswasfirst mentioned at the end of hisfourth section. Inthat context, however, it was mentioned for adifferent
reason and may have even had a different meaning. Cf. pp. 148f.

*karika X111.5
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Further, if thingsaredistinguishable, then their identity can bedefinedin
isolation. Yet the concept of difference requires dependence. “Different
thingsare dependent upon different things,” Nagarjuna says.! To say that
thingsaredifferent isto say that they are separate. But, “ without a second
different thing, one different thing can not exist as a different thing.”

2 Since any attempt to differentiate elements or phenomena reduces to
absurdity, there can be no such thing as association of these elements.
“Neither the associating nor the associated nor even the agent of associ-

ation isevident.”® The English language affords an analogy here. The et-
ymology of both “distinguish” and “distinction” isthe L atin distinguere,
“to separate.” Asreality isultimately whole, by whatever definition, sep-
arations have only phenomenal validity. The consequence of thisisthat
there can be noway to declare aphenomenon to be composed of separate
but combined elements.

One of the aspectsof the Buddha' steachingsabout which the Bud-
dha was most adamant isalso one that proved to be the most unpal atable
both to subsequent Buddhists and to non-Buddhistsalike. Thisisthe as-
sertion that thereisno real soul to be found in the universe. The Buddha
was very explicit regarding the doctrine of soullessness:

“Whether Buddhas arise, O priests, or whether Buddhas do not
arise, it remains a fact and the fixed and necessary constitution of
being, that all its elements are lacking in an ego (atman).* (Whether
“self-nature” is aso a synonym is precisely the point Nagarjuna dis
cusses.) This fact a Buddha discovers and masters... and announces,
teaches, publishes, proclaims, discloses, minutely explains and makes
clear, that all the elementsof beingare lackingin an ego.”

Notwithstanding, the tendency to believe in the soul seemsto have
been almost ineradicable, for it arose again and again in a variety of
forms. The Theravada, for example, saw every element as being a real

entity with a self-nature, svabhava® While not exactly aform of atman,
self-nature was nonetheless not so very different. Even more radical,

karika X1V.5
2karika XIV.7, trans. Streng (italics mine)
Skarika X1V.8

“Following Freud, there is a tendency to differentiate  between the “ego” and the “soul,” the ego being the personality
and the soul being the animating principle. Relating these  varying shades of meaning to the Buddha s skandha-theory
would be fascinating, but beyond the scope of this paper. Theterms*“ego,” “self,” “soul,” and “atman” will be used
interchangeably here.

SAnguttara-nikaya- sutta, quoted in  Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan and CharlesH. Moore, eds., A Sourcebook in Indian
Philosophy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957), 274

6amotte, 602
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certain of the Abhidharma commentaries explicitly defined an element
in terms of its self-nature, declaring that it is precisely this permanent
factor which gives an el ement its distinguishing identity!
Self-naturewasthe great bugaboo of metaphysical speculation, Na-
garjunafelt, for it wasthe assertion of self- nature that made incompre-
hensibletherel ationsbetween substanceand attribute, subject and obj ect,
identity and difference. Thus, the “ Examination of Self-nature,” though
short, isof supremeimportance. Whilesvabhavaand atman are not exact-
ly the same thing, astheoriesthey faced the same problems. Self-nature,
for Nagarjuna, had to be seen asa permanent and substantial identity for,
if it were only temporarily theidentity of athing, thenit would not truly
bethat thing’sidentity. However, this self-nature would have to be uncre-
ated, neither caused nor dependent upon causal conditions (pratyayas).
“How could there be a self- nature that is made?’ he asks2 That is, if it
were not uncreated then it would be artificial, and an artificial substance
isinconsistent with the very definition of substance? If thereis no self-
nature, then neither can there beitsdiaectical component, other-nature
(parabhava), Nagarjuna continues, and thus conceptions based on differ-
ence and relation would be nullified.

Another significant corollary of svabhavaisthat it negatesthe very
possibility of existenceitself. Thiscan beilluminated by etymology. Sva-
bhavaliterally means“self - existence,” and para - bhavaliterally means
“other - existence.” Without sva- bhavaand para- bhava, Nagarjunasays,
whence can there be existence itself, bhava? The reason for thisis that
existence, bhava, “isestablished only when thereissvabhava or parabha-
va."4 Further, “when the existent i snot establi shed, thenon-existentisal so
not established,” for the non-existent isnothing more than the change of

the existent

The issue that Nagarjuna is addressing so doggedly is not ssmply
metaphysical eristics. The consequences for Buddhism are profound,
for “those who perceive self-nature as well as other- nature, existence
as well as non-existence, they do not perceive the truth embodied in
the Buddha's message.”® The Buddha explicitly denied both extremes
because, asabelief system, each wasinjuriousfor theindividual seeking
arelease from suffering. To say that something exists or has self-nature

WWarder, 323
%karika X V.2
3K alupahana 1992, 165
4karika X V.4
Skarika X V.5
Skarika X V.6
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“impliesgrasping after eternalism.” To say that something doesnot exist
now but once did, or exists now but will not always exist, “implies the
philosophy of annihilationism.” Therefore, “a discerning person should
not rely upon either existence or non-existence.”! Thesetwo extremesare
each deleteriousto the moral life: annihilationism because it undercuts
responsibility, and eternalism because a firm belief inthe self leadsto a

preoccupation with pleasure.?

4.3.8. Sections16-17 — Bondage and its Cause

The overarching purpose of Indian philosophy isthe attainment of free-
dom. “Salvation” in Western thought tends to mean “the acquisition of

holiness” which is provided by God.2 Salvation is the deliverance from
evil and the bestowal of eternal life. “Freedom” for the Indian mind,
however, is a little different. It is a release from delusion and suffering
which, while perhaps assisted through God's guidance, is nonetheless

wholly self-attained.* That which caused theindividual to beboundtothe
phenomenal world is, ultimately, ignorance. The lack of spiritual under-
standing (jnana) leads to volitional action, or karma, and the “fruits” of
such action. These two elements, the action and its result, constitute the
law of universal cause-and-effect. In order to attain liberation from the
unpleasant cycle of birth-and-death, the Buddha taught, one must disas-
sociateoneself fromvolitional action. Thisisdone, not by refrainingfrom
volitional action, which would not be possible, but by refraining from
believing that there isareal self which doesreal acts. The insight that
there is no self isthe antidote for ignorance. This understanding allows
one to abandon the dispositions, graspings, and passions which caused
one to be bound to the karmic cycle of birth- and-death in thefirst place.
Nagarjuna now examines these two interrelated concepts, bondage and
its cause, karma.

All of themajor Indian religioussystems— Hinduism, Buddhism,

and Jainism — accepted the redlity of karma and its corollary, rebirth.
All actswerenecessarily followed by their fruits. If thefruit of anact had
not asyet become manifest by thetimeof theindividual’sdeath, then that
individual would beforcedtoreturnto existenceinanother life,againand

karikaXV.10-11
2L amotte, 50
SCf. Ninian Smart, The Philosophy of Religion (New York: Random House, 1970), 104

“T.R.V.Murti, “The Individual in Indian Religious Thought,” in CharlesA. Moore, ed., The Indian Mind (Honolulu: The
University of Hawaii Press, 1967), 328

SCharlesA. Moore, “ The Comprehensive Indian Mind,” inibid., 13
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again, until the fruits of all actions had materialized.! There have been,
quiteliterally, asmany interpretationsof karma asthere were schools of
Indian philosophy. Thisistechnically referred to astransmigration. The
obvious difficulty that the Buddhist faced wasin reconciling the fact of
bondageand itsconjunct, transmigration, withthe Buddha steaching that
thereisno saf. Thisisthe problem that is Nagarjuna’smajor concernin
section sixteen, “Examination of Bondage and Release.” “It may be as-
sumed that a person transmigrates,” he agrees. Yet, he has demonstrated
in the previous sectionsthat there isno person-hood, no self, to be found

in any of the elementsof existence. “Who then will transmigrate?’?

The dilemmais, once again, found to be caused by a “Personalist”
misunderstanding of thetheory of the aggregates (skandhas). The dispo-
sitions, asthe primary embodiment of the forcesof grasping and greedy
passions, are also the chief forcescausing rebirth. The erroneoustenden-
cy wasto posit asubstantial self-naturein these dispositions. The popular
belief, Nagarjuna explains, was that only areal entity with real soul can
be bound to phenomenal existence and transmigrate. This, however, is
not possible; as explained above, there can be no self- naturein the dis
positions. If there were an entity with a permanent nature, then it could
not transmigrate. Transmigration, Kalupahana pointsout, “implies mov-
ing from one position to another, disappearing in one place and appear-

ing in another.”® The notion of permanence holdsthat an entity isalways
present, and so thereisno question of itsceasing and arising. Neither can
an entity without an enduring self-nature transmigrate, for, if the entity
istruly temporary, then it will completely cease, and no discussion of its
continuance, either from one moment to the next or from onelife to the
next, isappropriate. Thismethod of analysis, Nagarjunasays, appliesnot
just to one factor of theindividual, but to the sentient being as awhole.
It cannot transmigrate whether it has or does not have a seif- nature, and
thereforeit can experience neither bondage nor releasefrom bondage. |f
onethinksin termsof self- nature, then the inevitable conclusion isthat
“asentient being, like [dispositions], is neither bound nor released.”*

Nagarjunadoesnot explicitly statein thissection what isthe proper
way toview theindividual, itsstate of bondage, and the nature of release.
It isto be understood, though, and it will become clearer later, that the
way out of theimpasseisto forego thoughtsof substantialism. The Bud-

10ne must not be left with the impression that the systemswere in agreement on the nature and function of karmic vo-
lition.

*karikaXVI.2

3K alupahana 1986, 54
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dha' s theory of the aggregates, as explained above, manages to explain
both what constitutesthebelief inanindividual and how that belief could
come to be without ever saying that there actually is a real individual.
Bondage and freedom are to be understood in the same way: the factors
that constitute the individual arise interdependently and continuity con-
Sists, not indirect causation, but in causal influence. Thischain of arising
isnot broken by the event of a physical death. Death islittle more than
the change of one of the aggregates, material form; the chain of the other
aggregates, and hence the appearance of self-hood, continuesunaffected
aslong asignorant belief in the self remains.

A reading of section seventeen, “ Examination of the Fruit of Ac-
tion,” indicates that the tendency of substantialist thinking extended to
karma in the same way that it did to the transmigrating self. If the self
transmigrates, the above argument held, then it must have a perduring
essence. Likewise, if the fruitsof an act necessarily follow the act, then
the act must itself, in someway, also perdure. Evento say that theact dis-
appearsand only itsinfluenceremainsisstill tosay that thereissomething
remaining, asserted the opponent. Such areification of karma ultimately
contradictsanatman, the Buddha' sdeclaration that nothing hasa substan-
tial existence. Yet it wasof paramount importanceto Buddhismto affirm
that thereiskarmaand that itseffectsareinescapable, for adenial of this
would destroy thejustification for morality. The Buddha s own morality
stemmed from hisinsight into anatman, soullessness, which by definition
resultsin selflessness. Thisselflessnessawakened him to the plight of the
suffering world, leading him to teach “for the happiness of the many, out
of compassion for the world.”* One who does not have thisinsight into
soullessness may need an incentive to act compassionately, an incentive
which the doctrine of karma provides. There was thus a need to affirm,
in some way, the reality of karma.

The Buddha stressed the inescapability of karmaby saying that its
results* do not perish even after hundredsof millionsof aeons. Reaching
the harmony of conditionspratyayas) and the appropriatetime, they pro-
duce consequencesfor human beings.”2 Nagarjunaexplained thiswithan
analogy that iscryptic at best. “Like an imperishable promissory note,”
he said, “ so isdebt aswell asaction. It isfourfold in termsof realmsand
indeterminatein termsof primal nature.”® The meaning of thisseemsto
bethat karmadoesnot have a substantial nature, just asborrowed money
isnot real. Karma does effect change, and borrowed money can be used

IRahula, 46
2K alupahana 1986, 250
SkarikaXVI11.14
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to buy things. However, borrowed money isnot really one’sown, and at a
certain timeit and /or whatever was purchased with it must be returned.
Similarly, the fruitsof an action must materialize, following which both
the act and itsfruit disappear. Although the processof karmaisevident,
the fact that an effect and its cause arise only in mutual dependence
meansthat neither istruly real. They are “indeterminatein terms of pri-
mal nature.” That karmais“fourfold in termsof realms’ meansthat all
spheres of existence are ruled by its effects. “there is no place on earth
where a person can be released from hisevil actions,” said the Buddha

Nagarjuna concludes the section by stressing once again that nei-
ther the agent nor hisor her act isreal. An action cannot be created ei-
ther from conditions (pratyayas) or from non-conditionsfor the reasons
discussed in section one: if created from causes, then it would depend
on those causes and ultimately not be separate from them. If created by
non-conditions (pratyayas), then it would have appeared indeterminate-
ly and the universe would be characterized by caprice. Since the action
isthereby produced neither by a causal agent nor by no agent, then the
agent who would otherwise be defined in terms of that action does not
exist. And, “if both action and agent are non-existent, where could there
bethefruit born of action?When thereisno fruit, where can there be an
experiencer?’? It is necessary to uphold the moral path by affirming the
process of karma, but declaring there to be a permanent nature residing
thereinisequally undesirable. Such atheory, Nagarjunademonstrated, is
logically indefensible. Nagarjunareconcilesthese difficultiesby closing
this section with an analogy. Imagine that a person, through the use of
magical powers, createsa golem, an artificial human, and that thiscrea-
ture in turn creates its own golem. “In the same way, an agent islike a
created form and hisaction islike hiscreation. It islike the created form
created by another whoiscreated.”® Dependent on each other, and within
the sphere of relative existence, agents and their action are equally real
and must be treated accordingly. From the once-removed standpoint of
the enlightened being, neither isreal. Bondage and karma are self-per-
petuating, and the way to become free isto relinquish the belief in the
permanent soul and thereby uproot both.

4.3.9. Section 18 — Self-hood and its Consequences
Nagarjuna apparently felt that he had not yet explained fully theway in

!Dhammapada, quoted in Kalupahana 1986, 54 (paraphrased)
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whichbelief inapermanent individual |leadsto bondage. (Thereader may
feel the same.) He therefore addressesthisissue more directly in section
eighteen, “Examination of Self.” This section, though short and though
ostensibly an examination of thisone particular topic, isactually one of
thedensest and weightiest inthe entirework. Nagarjunaherementionsin
passing certain issuesof such far-reaching import that they elucidate the
entirescope and purposeof thisthought. Specifically, after discussingthe
connection between self-theories and bondage, he mentions the manner
in which the sphere of thought and its conceptualizing activity evokethe
entirety of reality, then healludestothenature of thisreality (tathata) and
the characteristicsof final truth. The significance of theseissuesasrele-
vant to theimmediate topic of the section will be explained, but afuller
discussion of their broad import will have to wait.

The untenability of the concept of a permanent soul, atman, has
already been addressed, but Nagarjuna now sums up once again and in
adlightly different way the reasons for rejecting this belief. The self is
neither identical with nor different from its constituent aggregates. If it
wereidentical, thenit would, likethey, partake of arisingand ceasingand
thus not be permanent If it were different from the aggregates, then it
could not have the same characteristicsof them; e.g. it could not havethe
potential for perception or the quality of consciousness. A consequence
of theinsubstantiality of theself Nagarjunahasnot previously mentioned
isthe impossibility of it having possessions. “In the absence of the self,
how can there be something that belongsto the self?’ Since the self can
have neither characteristicsnor possessions, “ one abstainsfrom creating

the notionsof “mine” and “1.”* Theimport of thisisthat it is“grasping”
based on this possessivenesswhich bindsoneto repeated existence. Con-
tact with the perceived world, if it is believed to have a real existence,
leadsto adesirefor pleasant sensationsand an aversion from unpl easant
ones. Both are forms of grasping. If, on the other hand, the world is be-
lieved to be founded on nonexistence, then, the Buddha taught, yet an-
other form of grasping results: one fearsthe supposed nihility of nonex-
istence and clings even more strongly to the cycle of repeated births. All
of these forms of greedy clinging are rooted in the belief that thereisa
permanent soul which can possessthings: possession |eadsto obsession.
The teaching of soullessness counteracts these self-created fetters, for,
by definition, the theory of no-self negates self-ish-ness. “When views
pertainingto’mine and’l’ ... have waned, then grasping comesto cease.
With the waning of that [grasping], thereiswaning of birth.”2 A variety

Ikarika XVI11.2
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of unwholesome actionsand conceptionsresult from afirm belief inthe
self, including grasping and repulsion, passionate attractions and aver-
sions, selfishness and pride, hedonism and excessive asceticism. These
are all referred to as defilements, and it is these which occasion rebirth.
When soullessnessisrealized, explainsNagarjuna, the defilementswane
and freedom is attained.

Having demonstrated the soteriological importance of abandoning
belief in the soul, Nagarjuna now rushesto forestall the antipodal error,
namely an emphasis on the lack of soul. To interpret the Buddha as
teaching the non- existence of the self isasbad asthe tendency to reify
self-ish-nessin thefirst place, for nihilism and pessimism would result.
Thus, while “the Buddhas have made known the conception of self and
taught the doctrine of no-self,” Nagarjunasays, “they have not spoken of

something asthe self or asthe non-self.”* That is, Buddhism deniesboth
atman and anatman, but it does not say that there issome “thing” which
can be described aseither having or lacking atman. Theremaining verses
of this section seem to be cautionary statements the intent of which is
to prevent one from clinging to anatman as a theory. The teaching of
soullessness is a dialectical device used to counteract the tendency to
believein the soul, nothing more. If onewereto assert that theidentity of
the universe is anatman, then the Buddha would have to counteract this
by saying that that, too, is erroneous. The theory of no-soul isnot areal
characteristic of existent things. It isno more than a way to obviate the
reifying theories, dispositions, and graspings which cause suffering and
lead to rebirth.

Nagarjuna follows this examination with four verses which deal

with the nature of truth, essentially declaring it to be undefinable? These
versesdo notimmediately seem to have any rel evancetotheissueat hand,
namely the nature of the self. Kalupahana interpretsthem in a question-
ableway. “ Up to thispoint [ Nagarjuna] wasdiscussing an embodied self,
a self associated with a psychophysical personality,” says Kalupahana.
The versesthat follow, therefore, “are intended to explain the Buddha's
view regarding the nature of aperson when he attains[liberation].” This
interpretationisproblematic. Theword “ self” isnot used even onceinthe
entire second half of the section, and the only hint that Nagarjuna could
possibly bereferring to the posthumousreality isthat in oneverse he uses
thewordtathya, “such” or “thus.” Thisisaword with many significations.
One of the uses of tathyaisto refer to the nature of the individual who

KarikaXV111.6
2(karika X V111.8-11)
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has achieved nirvana, the Tathagata. He or she does not have theillusion
of partaking of any existential qualitiesand thus can only be referred to
as“thus.” Thisisapparently what Kalupahana had in mind: it isthe use
of tathyain thisversethat leadshim tointerpret the entire second half of
the section asa discussion of posthumousredlity." These verses describe
truth, of whatever kind, asencompassing four possibilities: somethingis
such (tathya), isnot such Is both such and not such, and is neither such
and not such. “ Such isthe Buddha sadmonition.”? Nagarjunafollowsthis
verse with two versesthat describetruth ashaving neither asingle mean-
ingor avariety of meanings, and arepeated admonitionthat dependently-
arisen things are neither identical nor different, neither annihilated nor
eternal 2 An alternate and perhaps more defensible interpretation of the
remainder of this section is that Nagarjuna is emphasizing his initial
point. The self isneither real nor non-real and the Buddha's purposein
teaching anatman was wholly and ssmply pragmatic. The doctrine of
soullessnessisnot to be understood asan independent and real truth, Na-
garjunais saying here, for “everything is such, not such, both such and

not such, and neither such and not such.”*

4.3.10. Sections19-21 — Associative Compositionsand
Occurrence of Phenomenain Time

Nagarjunanext offersabrief look at threequalitiesof the apparent world.
These three are time, the harmony existing between the elements consti-
tuting a phenomenon, and the occurrence and dissolution of such com-
posite phenomena. Hisprimary intention hereistodemonstratethat, since
the compositefactorsare, asproven above, devoid of self-nature, so must
the things composed of them be devoid of real existence. Reductionism
and atomism cannot account for the real production of areal world, he
says. A brief asideisnecessary to introduce and explain the background
of thisparticular debate.

The Buddha, as explained above, said that the world can be seenin
oneway asbeing composed of elements(dharmas), spheresof senseand
sense objects (ayatanas), and the psychophysical aggregates (skandhas).
The Abhidharmarefined these analysesby enumerating, classifying, and
relating these various constituent factors, all in the hope of achieving a
worl d-description that managed to be comprehensivewithout recourseto

libid., 58
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4.3. APresentation of the Treatise 65

soul theories. All physical and psychol ogical phenomenawere explained
asbeing composed of discrete and separate elements, the mutual arising
and continuity of which givestheillusion that there exist lasting identi-
ties, suchaspersonhood. A felicitousanal ogy isthat of themotion picture.
A filmiscomposed of staticand separate photographswhichindividually
have no capability of conveying motion or change. However, when these
photographs flash, one by one, in contiguous succession, an illusion ap-
pears. The viewer seesalasting and unbroken continuity. A film thereby
creates anillusion of an uninterrupted process, the appearance of ared

identity that isnowhereto befoundintheindividual elementscomprising
the apparent process. Such, held the Abhidharmatheories, isthe nature of

reality. All things, events, and processesconsist of nothingmorethandis
crete, irreducible atomistic elements. These arereferred to as* moments’

ksana). The Buddha did not disagree with such reductionism, for he
taught it. However, hein no way said that these momentsare themselves
real. Nagarjunademonstratesin the next section, “ Examination of Time,”

that it isin such reification of atomism that problemsarise. Time must,
to be perceived, be divided into past, present, and future. If there were
not thisdivision, then one would have no referents by which to perceive
time. However, one cannot say that thesethreedivisionsexist assuch. For
example, the present and the future depend on the past for their determi-
nation. Yet, if they exist contingent upon the past, “then the present and

the future would be in the past time.”* If the thing called “present” and
thething called “future” did not exist at the sametime asthething called
“past,” then they could not relatetoit. For example, the future could only
come after something, it cannot just be“after” in an abstract sense. If the
past no longer exists, though, then where isthe thing the future is com-
ing “after?’ Thethingswould have to exist contemporaneously to rel ate,
for there can be no relation between two thingsif one of them does not
yet exist or no longer exists. It is obvious, however, that the present and
the future do not exist in the past, for thiswould oppose their very defi-
nitions. But, Nagarjunacontinues, “if the present and the future were not
to exist [in the past], how could the present and the future be contingent
upon it?’2 Combining thesetwo statements, oneisleft with thefollowing
argument: 1) The present and the future must exist in the past for their
relation and, thus, their reality to be upheld. 2) The present and thefuture
do not exist in the past. 3) Therefore, the present and the future do not
exist. 4) Consequently, all of the divisionsof temporality areillusory.

One may object that there is another way to view temporality that

Ikarika X1X.1
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discrete

does not depend on such irreducible momentariness. Time could be said

to exist as a concomitant of processes, not discrete events.! Thiswould
obviate such an extreme dlicing of temporality into separate moments.
However, time isnot evident either as a static moment or asa dynamic
process. “A non-statictimeisnot observed. A statictimeisnot observed.”

2 Ultimately, processes are no more real than their component parts, but

thisisnot what Nagarjuna choosesto emphasize here2 Thisistrue from
a philosophical (samvrti) standpoint. From the standpoint of ultimate
truth (paramartha), though, both are conceptsthat have no final validity.
What he calls attention to here isthat neither static nor dynamic timeis
observed. Nagarjunadoesnot explain why neither ispossible, but thereis
one probableexplanation. Theact of perceptionisnot instantaneous— it,
too, isdependent upon temporality. Theawarenessof an object or eventis
alwaysseparated, evenif by the most infinitesimal amount, from the per-
ception of thething, which perceptionisin turn separated from thething
itself. Thisisso because, the Buddhataught, the perceiver and that which
he or she perceivesdo not form aunified gestalt. The Buddha stheory of
the five aggregates which comprise the person describes the process by
which awarenessof theworld takesplace. Thereisaphysical (or sensory
or conceptual) object, this object is sensed, this sensation is then classi-
fied and made cogni zabl ethrough the separate processof perception, this
perception is colored by dispositions, and finally consciousnessformsa
thought of the object. The thing of which the perceiver is aware isthus
alwaysin theimmediate past. (If nothing else, it takesa span of timefor
light to travel from the visible object to the eye.) Hence, time cannot be
observed, but only extrapolated.

The nature of temporality isthe primary focus of this section, but
Nagarjuna mentions, in passing, the applicability of the logical method
used here to all concepts of relation. “Following the same method,
...related concepts such as the highest, the lowest, and the middle, and

also identity, etc. should be characterized.”* (The wording of “identity,
etc.” isnecessary for preservation of meter intheverse. What ismeant is
the distinguishing of identity, difference, both, or neither.) The meaning
here is that in all relations of quality involving distinct elements, one
cannot attribute the quality to any element individually. For example, a

person’s“tallness’ cannot be part of hisor her identity. He or sheisonly

IMurti 1960, 201
2karika X1X.5

3|t has been stated that Buddhism shifted the emphasisfrom Being to Becoming, from the static moment to the dynamic
process. (cf. pp. 47 and 83)
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4.3. APresentation of the Treatise 67

tall in relation to one who is shorter.

Thetendency to distinguish the elementsthat constitute reality and
to define them inisolation | ed to another difficulty, namely the necessity
to posit another type of thing called “harmony.” ThisNagarjunaaddress
es in section twenty, “ Examination of Harmony.” The word trandated
hereas*harmony,” samagri, al so carriesthe meaning of totality, especial-
ly asin the compl ete collection or assemblage of materialsused together

to make an object.! An exampleisthe visual perception of an object. In
such a perception, the physical object, the sensation and perception of it,
and the eye all come together to produce an awareness of visible form.
The Buddhataught that an event like thisisbased on the dependent aris-
ing of all the elementswhich arise together and thereby produce visual
perception.“ Harmony” ishereadescriptionfor their mutual dependence.
The Abhidharma reification of the elements, however, required that one
describe the coming together of such discrete elements as a separate
thing, aunique whole not found in the parts. Thisview made harmony an
attribute, not just adescription; the metaphysical description of elements
as discrete requires that the harmony between them become a separate

entity itself2 The problem of causality then arises anew.

The four theories of causation are summarized again, thistimein
termsof the atomistic “moments’ described above. The theory that one
moment produces another moment which is subsequent and directly
contiguousisaform of self-causation. The theory that one moment pro-
duces another moment which is subsequent but not directly contiguous
IS other-causation. The theory that a moment is produced by neither a
preceding contiguous nor non-contiguous moment is neither-causation,
or chaos. The three of these were discussed and regjected in Nagarjuna's
first section. The fourth theory isthat a moment is produced by a com-
bination of self- and other- causation. Intermsof the present discussion,
that combinationisthe*“harmony” between causesand causal conditions
pratyayas). Nagarjuna, using the same methodol ogical approach he used
in the previous discussion of causality, declaresthat the effect is not to
be found in this harmony any more than in the individual causes and
conditions (pratyayas) producing the harmony. If one assertsthat effects

arise from such “harmonious’ combinations of causes and conditions
(pratyayas), then the notion of harmony isjust being substituted for the

effect-ive cause, which was refuted. The conclusion, too, is then identi-
cal: “the effect is not made by the harmony, nor isit not made by a[sic]

harmony.”*

1cf. Monier- Williams, 1204
2K alupahana 1986, 61
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68 Chapter 4. Nagarjuna's Mulamadhyamakakarika

The description of events as comprised of momentary units and
things as comprised of atomistic elements leads to a discrepancy with
the Buddha' stheory of becoming, bhava, which Nagarjuna addressesin
this next section, “ Examination of Occurrence and Dissolution.”? If the
elementsarediscrete, then, Nagarjuna shows, it isnot possibleto explain
how they can arise and cease in mutual dependence.

To review, the Buddha's original concept of dependent arising de-
scribes reality as consisting of the same elements later classified by the
Abhidharma, but makesit clear that these elementsdo not exist indepen-
dently; they come into being only through a process of mutual contin-
gence. Thismutual interdependence of phenomena shifted the emphasis
from being to becoming. That is, whereas the Hindu philosophiesfound
the essence of the universein asubstantial (“ standing under”) ground of
“true being,” the Buddha recognized no substantial essence of the uni-
verse— hesaw all intermsof process, flux. Thecharacteristicof realityis
neither Being nor non-Being, but only Becoming. Changeisevident, but
there is not some thing that changes. The processitself isthe only thing

that can be seen ashaving any degree of certainty or reality3 Thisprocess
of dependently arising phenomenaisbeginningless. If it had abeginning,
then there would be one thing which came first, which thing would then
be the originating cause of the entire subsequent chain. It isnot that the
beginning ishidden inimmemorial time, nor that it isinaccessible dueto
having been set in motion by a transcendent power. Rather, a beginning
issimply inconceivable. Likewise, neither can there be said to be an end
to the process.

The tendency to find substantial identities in the elements led to
a dightly different interpretation of the Buddha's theory of dependent
arising. Whereasthe Buddha had spoken of a*“stream of becoming,” i.e.
a seamless flow, the Realists now spoke of a “series of becoming,” i.e.

arelation of independent serial entities* Phenomenawere seen asbeing
comprised of these serial elements and so, as described above, theories
of association, or “harmony,” had to be formulated to account for appar-
ent identities. Nagarjunarefutesthese notionsof serial becomingfirst by
focusing on the impossibility of such associative harmoniesto arise and
cease. Therecan benoway torelatethe occurrence,” or arising, of aphe-
nomenon with its“ dissolution,” or cessation. “ Dissol ution does not exist
either with or without occurrence. Occurrence does not exist either with

karika XX.24
2Bhava, “becoming,” is not to be confused with bhava, “existence” Cf. Monier-Williams, 748f. and 754.

SHiriyanna, 142
4K alupahana 1986, 62
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4.3. APresentation of the Treatise 69

or without dissolution.”* If occurrence and dissolution existed together,
then athing would be disappearing at the sametimethat it wasappearing.
If occurrence existed without dissolution, then thingswould partake of a
one-directional eternity — they would arise, but never cease. If dissolu-
tion existed without occurrence, then there would be the death of athing
which was never born. Neither can one attempt to avoid the dilemma
by saying that dissolution is“potential” in a thing which is arising, but
isnot yet “actual.” Thiswould ascribe to a thing two contrary natures,
that of occurrence and that of dissolution. No hypothetical proportion of
“potentiality” versus “actuality” of these two naturesin athing, would,
ultimately, disguise thisinternal digunction. Another possibility Nagar-
junamentionsisthe attempt to circumvent the distinctionsof occurrence
and dissolution by describing gradual change. That is, instead of saying
that an existent thing suddenly disappears, one can say that it just fades
out of existence. But thiswill not work, either, for there still must be one
discrete moment before which athing was still fading and after which it
is completely gone. “ Dissolution of that which iswaning does not exist,

nor isthere dissolution of the not waning.”? A final objection Nagarjuna
addressesisthe empirical one. “ It may occur to you that both occurrence
anddissolutionareseen,” hesays. That is,argumentsregardingthelogical
tenability of arisingand ceasingareimmaterial, for both areunanimously
observed to exist. “However,” he declares, “ both occurrence and dissol u-
tion are seen only through confusion.”® Theignorant one may make such
aclaim, but the enlightened one knows better.

Nagarjuna concludes this section with a paradox. He has just
demonstrated that arising and ceasing do not have real existence, and,
therefore, “the stream of becoming is not proper in the context of the
threeperiodsof time.” Nor can there be some other way of explainingthe
existential flux, for “how can there beastream of becoming that doesnot

exist during the three periods of time?’# It seemsthat heisnot accepting
any theory of becoming. However, as a devout Buddhist apologist, Na-
garjuna certainly would not have denied a single aspect of the Buddha's
teachings. The only solution to this dilemmaisthat he was not offering
a blanket refutation of the stream of becoming, but only a refutation of
the stream asviewed in acertain way. He doesnot explicitly state exactly
which theory heisdenying and which he will accept, but the most likely
explanationisthat heisrejecting the substantialist agenda. It isan error to

Ikarika X X1.1
*karika XX1.7
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posit an independent nature in the discrete e ementswhich comprisethe
seria flow. As dependently-arisen, no things are really spatially or tem-
porally distinct. If no substantial identity isposited in the elements, then
the issue of which produces which and when exactly each is produced
and dissolved ceasesto be problematic.

All of the sectionsof the Mulamadhyamakakarika up to this point
have examined the specific e ements, processes, and relations compris
ing reality. These are all side issues, so to speak. The Path of Buddhism
islittle concerned with what exact ontological statusto grant to fire and
fuel, for example. However, misunderstandingsabout the nature of these
factorsof reality canlead to problemsof amore seriousnature, and soall
of thefactorshad to be examined individually before larger issuescould
be addressed. The remainder of the karika deals with precisely these
larger issues. Nagarjunafirst discussesthe nature of the onewho hasbe-
come enlightened and realized nirvana, and then looks at the confusions
and afflictions which hinder the attainment of enlightenment. The No-
ble Eightfold Path isexamined next. The Path isthe paramount teaching
of the Buddha, for it is this Path, and this path only, which can lead to
an escape from duhkha. A proper following of the Eightfold Path will
lead to nirvana, the subject of the next section. Nagarjunathen examines
what isthe most affirmative teaching of Buddhism: the chain of depen-
dent arising. Thistheory describes, clearly and positively, the ontological
origin and nature of reality aswell as the philosophical basis on which
enlightenment can be achieved. In thefinal section, in alast preventative
effort, Nagarjuna describes the specific errors leading to bondage and
misunderstanding for the purpose of forestalling these errors.

4.3.11. Section 22 — TheMeaning and Ontological Statusof the
Enlightened One

Siddhartha Gautama used a variety of epithets to refer to himself, in-
cluding Sakyamuni, “ Sage of the Sakya Clan,” Buddha, “ The Awakened
One,” and Tathagata, “ The Thus-Gone One.” The latter of theseled to
a host of misunderstandings, for the term seemed to imply that thereis
an agent, the “One,” who “Goes’ somewhere. That is, the enlightened
person often wasbelieved to bereborn in atranscendent realm. Onelater
Chinese school of Buddhism went so far asto describea“PurelLand,” a
concrete heavenly paradise where beingsof high spiritual attainment so-
journ beforetaking thefinal step towardscompletenirvanal To befair, all
attemptswere made to explain that such spiritual abodeswere not really

1Kohn, 174.
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4.3. APresentation of the Treatise 71

existent. Whether popular belief understood this, though, isquestionable.
The original meaning of “Tathagata” is no longer known for certain,!
but that to which the Buddha wasreferring in using the term wasclearly
explained. Nagarjuna clarifiesit in section twenty-two, “ Examination of
the Tathagata.” Tathagataismerely a designation for that being who has
released graspings and dispositions, is thereby freed from karma and,
following the next death, will completely disappear and never experi-
ence another birth. The defiling dispositions which created the illusion
of person-hood out of the aggregates have been “ appeased,” or released.
The aggregates still exist by dint of the inertia of previous karma, and
so the enlightened being still appears to exist. Since there are no longer
graspings at work, though, the apparent being will disappear when the
last inertial karma has been spent.

The Buddha made quite clear the fact that the Tathagata has not
“gone somewhere.” In answer to his disciple Vaccha's persistent ques
tions regarding the nature of the Tathagata after death, the Buddha of -
fered an analogy:

“What think you, Vaccha? Suppose a fire were to burn in front of
you, would you be aware that the fire was burning in front of  you?”

"[Yes.]”

”...Vaccha, if thefire burning in front of you wereto become ex-
tinct, would you be aware that the fire in front of you had become
extinct?’

"[Yes.]”

“But, Vaccha, if someone were to ask you, 'In what direction
has that fire gone, — east, or west, or north, or south? what would
you say?”’

“The question would not fit the case, Gautama.”?

Thepoint isthat afire dependson certain elementsfor itsexistence,
such as wood, heat, and oxygen. When these elements are no longer
present, thefiredoesnot leave, assuch — it just ceasesto exist. Similarly,
aperson isdependent on the aggregates, ignorance, and grasping. When
ignorance and grasping cease to be operative, and when the inertia of
the last of the aggregates, i.e. the body, is spent, then the person ceases
to exist. The personis‘“thus-gone,” but thereisno transcendent realmin
which he or sheisreborn. That is, the person has “gone,” but he or she
has not gone some where.

For example, it isnot wholly clear whether it isacompound of tatha+ gata, “ ThusGone,” or tatha + agata, “ ThusCome.”
Cf. Conze 1975, 36, and Nagao 1991, 205.

2Majjhima- nikaya, quoted in Radhakrishnan and M oore, 290


Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Highlight


72 Chapter 4. Nagarjuna's Mulamadhyamakakarika

Thisteaching, whileclear, wasnot easy to comprehend. TheBuddha
warned his disciples numerous times that his message was “recondite,
subtle, and profound.” It istherefore easy to see why Nagarjuna devoted
a section to this concept. Not only had it always been a difficult one to
understand, but, further, the recent Realist and Substantialist trends had
precipitated even more confusions. One tendency was to hold that the
Tathagata was composed of some substance not found in ordinary un-
enlightened humans. This propensity to believe that the person’s nature
underwent some essential transformation upon the achievement of en-
lightenment was evidenced even in the Buddha's time. The theory was
that the soul which isunenlightened partakes of the quality of bondage,
and, when this soul becomesfree, then its essence shiftsto now partake

of the quality of freedom.! Nagarjuna explainsclearly that the nature of
the Buddhaisidentical to that of any other person, and it has neither the
“quality” of bondage nor the “quality” of freedom. There isno self to
be found in either the bound or the freed person; both are composed of
nothing but the soulless aggregates, and there is no real self which can
be thus qualified. “ The Tathagata is neither the aggregates nor different
from them. The aggregatesare not in him; nor ishein the aggregates. He
isnot possessed of the aggregates.” Thisdefinition of the Tathagataisno
different than that of any and all persons. Thus, “in such a context, who
isa Tathagata?'? The existence of aself in the Buddhaisdenied for the
samereasonsthat it isdenied in any person. If the Buddhaisindependent
of the aggregates, then he will not evidence their characteristics, e.g. he
will not have abody, sensations, or consciousness. If the Buddhadepends
ontheaggregates, then“hedoesnot exist intermsof self-nature.” Further,
if his essence were to change upon enlightenment, then he would now
have a different, or “other- nature.” But, if he does not exist in terms of
self-nature, then “how can he exist in termsof other-nature?’®

Asal that existsisruled by the process of dependent arising, one
cannot say that the Tathagata has an independent and transcendent exis
tential status. Even though the Buddha has ceased to grasp on to the ag-

regates, “he should still depend upon them in the present. As such he
will be dependent... There existsno Tathagataindependent of the aggre-

gates.”* Thisis not to say that the Buddha has a self which exists even
in the present. Having abandoned grasping and soul-theorizing, it isonly

Thisnotion waslikely aproduct of theinfluenceof Jainism, which believed that the defiling karmaisan actual substance
that adheresto the soul (jiva).

2karika X XI1.1

Skarika X X11.2

karika XXI1.5-6
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4.3. APresentation of the Treatise 73

the external appearance of him which exists. It isgrasping which causes
the aggregatesto continue coming together in life after life, grasping for
self-assertion, for sense-fulfillments, and for continued existence. Since
the Buddha has become enlightened by virtue of having released histen-
dency to grasp, he no longer believesthat thereisa self comprising him
in the present, and so he knows that he will not exist after death, either.
It isonly, Nagarjuna says, the misguided drive to attribute reality to the
objectsof grasping, the grasping itself, and the one who graspsthat em-
broilsthe ignorant person inthetangle of existence-theorizing. It isonly
thismisguided person, “firmly insisting that a Tathagata’ exists' or 'does
not exist,”” who ascribes a present or posthumous existence to the Bud-
dha! That is, even though the Buddha no longer falsely believesthat he
exists, it isstill possible for those who do imagine reality to attribute an
existenceto him. Nagarjunaexplainsthat these peopl e are seeing nothing
more than afigment of their imaginations. “ Those who generate obses
sionswith great regard to the Buddha. .., al of them, impaired by obses-

sions, do not perceive the Tathagata.”?

4.3.12. Sections23-24 — Error and Truth :thePerversonsand the
Four Noble Truths

Nagarjuna has thus far examined all of the elements of existence and
negated substantialist understandingsof all, and hasdiscussed the nature
of theenlightened onewho seesthetrue natureof things. Before present-
ing the positive teachings of the Buddha's doctrine, Nagarjuna found it
necessary to devote section twenty-three, “ Examination of Perversions,”
to an explanation of the origins of confusions and misunderstandings.
The subject of thissection, viparyasa, isbest translated as “ perversion.”
The meaning of “perversion” here is not so much the common one
of moral or sexual debasement, but rather the etymological meaning
of “turning through” (per + vertere) and hence “error” or “delusion.”
% in which the first meanings of viparyasa given are “overturning”
and “transposition.”

The Buddha said that all conditioned things are characterized by
three“marks:” impermanence, soullessness, and suffering. These are not
absolute definitionsof reality, but rather descriptionsof the nature of re-
ality asperceived by the enlightened person. The epistemic ignorance of
the unenlightened person liesin hisor her falsely knowing the world as

Ikarika XX11.13
%karika X X11.15
3cf. Monier-Williams, 974,
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74 Chapter 4. Nagarjuna's Mulamadhyamakakarika

permanent, containing a soul, or non-suffering. Besides these three cor-
ruptionsof thethree marks, the Buddha mentioned one other type of per-
version, which perversion is a value judgment independent of the three
marks. Thisisthe human propensity to characterize thingsaswholesome
or unwholesome, pleasant or unpleasant. Since Nagarjuna has aready
examined the three marksin previous sections, here he first takes up the
|atter perversion, the subjective value judgments. The defilements such
as passionate attraction and aversion (lust and hatred), Nagarjuna says,
“havethought astheir source,” and it ison the basisof these defilements

that valuejudgmentssuch aspleasant and unpleasant cometo be.l Al per-
sons, whether Buddhas or unenlightened persons, continue to perceive
and have sensations, both pleasant and unpleasant. The differenceisthat
the sensations of the Buddhas are not filtered through defilements, and
so they do not believethat thereisareal objective ground supporting the
subjective experiences of pleasant and unpleasant.

Nagarjunaspendsthefirst half of thissection demonstrating the un-
reality of the foundations of perversions, thereby showing that it is pos
sibleto overcome them. Hefirst offersarationale for abandoning belief
in one of the foundations of perversion, namely the defiling tendencies
of passionsand grasping. Discriminatory judgmentssuch aspleasant and
unpleasant are based on the defilementsfor, were there no passionate at-
traction and aversion, there would be no need for one to judge things as
pleasant or unpleasant. All sensationswoul d be accepted with equanimity
and detached acceptance. “ The existence or non-existence of the self is
not established in any way,” Nagarjuna remindsthe reader, and “without
that, how can the existence or the non-existence of the defilements be
established?’? One may object that the defilements must exist, for they
are experienced. Nagarjuna countersthisargument by explaining that the
defilements exist in the same way that the person does: both the defile-
mentsand the one defiled may be experienced inignorance, but neither is
substantive — neither isto be found anywhere in the agglomeration of
aggregates which comprise the apparent person. Thus, as demonstrated
in the examination of the self in section eighteen, thereisnoredlity ine-
ther the defilementsor the one defiled. Conversely, the defilementscould
be said to be dependent on the perversions, for, were there no discrimi-
nation of pleasant or unpleasant, there could be no reason for aversion
or attraction. Yet thiswill not work either, for “the perversionsregarding
the pleasant and the unpleasant are not evident from the standpoint of
self-nature.” Thisbeing so, on what could the defilements of passionate

Ykarika XX111.1
Zkarika XX111.3
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4.3. APresentation of the Treatise 75

aversion and attraction be based? Finally, onecould clingtothe belief in
pleasant and unpleasant based on thereality of the sensationsgivingrise
to these categories. Nagarjuna here deliversthe coup de grace to the be-
lief inthereality of suchdiscriminations.Visual form, sound, taste, touch,
smell, and concepts(i.e. mental sensations) arethe* sixfold foundations’
of defilements and discriminatory judgments. But, as demonstrated

above? al six sensory foundations “are comparable to [a mythical city]
and resemble miragesand dreams. How can the pleasant and the unpleas-
ant cometo bein peoplewho arefabricationsof illusion or who are com-

parable to mirror images?’® That is, the pleasant, the unpleasant, and the
one who discriminates between them are all unreal. As such, Nagarjuna
asks, whence the justification for passionate feelings? In the same way
that discriminating sensation into pleasant and unpleasant givesrise to
adverse graspings, so does it hinder enlightenment to pervert the other
marks of existence, i.e. confusing the impermanent for the permanent,
the soulless as having an ego, and the suffering as non-suffering.

A Buddhist would have an obviousmaotivationin aggressively deny-
ingthereality of the senses, thediscrimination of sensationsinto pleasant
and unpleasant, and the passionate attractionsand aversionswhich arise
onthebasisof such discriminations. It isonly when thesetendenciesand
perversionsare understood asbeing groundl essthat they can be appeased
and the detachment of nirvana attained. If these unpropitious aspects
of existencewerered, if they had self- nature, then they could never be
appeased, Nagarjuna says. Likewise, an emphasison the unreal ity of the
one who discriminatesfacilitates rel ease from pervers ons. “Perversions
do not occur to one who is aready subject to perversion,” nor do they
“occur to onewho isnot subjected to perversions,” nor do they “occur to
onewho isbeing subjected to perversions.” The untenability of relatinga
subject and itsattribute in any of the three phasesof time was explained
in section two in the examination of the moverand the moved. Thisbeing
so, Nagarjuna deliversthe exhortation to “reflect on your own! To whom
will the perversionsoccur?'* The abovetack aside, Nagarjunahad an ad-
ditional reason for explaining perversions and confusions here: his next
three sectionsdeal with “right views,” i.e. the Buddha' steachings of the
Noble Truths, the natureof nirvana, and the processof dependent arising.
A person will be able to comprehend these only if he or she first under-
stands the false knowledge and perversions which hinder such compre-

karikaXX111.6

2cf. sections 1V, “ Examination of Aggregates’ and XVII1, “Examination of Self.”
Skarika X X111.8-9

karika XXI11.17-18


Djuniedi
Highlight


76 Chapter 4. Nagarjuna's Mulamadhyamakakarika

hension.

The Buddha expressed the core of histeaching in the four Noble
Truths. These are 1) suffering exists, 2) suffering has a cause, namely
craving and grasping, 3) suffering, having been caused, can be ended, and
4) the Eightfold Path isthe way to end it. These are dll truths, but they
do not represent an objective and absolute Truth. Truthsfor the Buddha
were pragmatic. An Absol utist philosophy, such as Plato’stheory of the
Forms, definesa concept’struth intermsof how well that concept corre-
spondsto thetranscendent and i ndependent standard, the Absolute Truth.
A pragmatic philosophy, on the other hand, does not recognize such an
independent standard by which relative truths can be measured. Pragma-
tism holdsthat knowledge existsonly asatool to be used, and the test of

aconcept’ struthfulnessisitspractical consequences?! That the Buddha's
attitude towards truth is one of pragmatismcan be seen in the fact that,
were all four Noble Truths absolute, they would contradict. For exam-
ple, the first announces the fact of suffering, but the third declares that

suffering can be eradicated. Thisis perhapswhy the Buddha referred to
them as“noble” (arya) truths: their importanceisin their value and wor-
thiness, not in their absolute validity. The implication of thisisthat they
have a use and a purpose. Thisschemataof truthisthe subject of section
twenty-four, “ Examination of the Noble Truths.”

It iscertain that Nagarjuna upheld the validity of the Buddha'sNo-
ble Truths, for he stressed the value of the Buddha'steachings at every
turn. However, it would be easy, after reading the Mulamadhyamakakari-
kathusfar, to get the impression that Nagarjuna was denying all and as-
serting nothing. Specifically, he hasthusfar declared al existent things,
grasping, the grasper, and even the Buddha himself to be devoid of self-

nature and “empty,” sunya> Such comprehensive negations would, it
would seem, deny the validity of all teachings, including the Buddha's,
and sabotage the Eightfold Path leading to nirvana. Nagarjuna presents
this counter argument in the first six verses this section. If al is emp-
ty, the opponent could charge, all causation would be invalidated. This

would lead toadenial of theNoble Truths. Therearefour attainments, or
fruits, corresponding to the four truths, namely understanding the nature

of suffering (duhkha), relinquishing the passionswhich cause suffering,
realizing the goal of nirvana, and cultivating the proper Path towardsthe
goal. But, the opponent continues, if the Noble Truths are empty then
likewise there could not be these attai nments, there would be none who

IFrank Thilly, A History of Philosophy (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1951), 602
’Kalupahana 1992, 168
Skarika X111.3, XX11.10,14 respectively
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achieve enlightenment and break freefrom the cycle of birth-and- death,
and finally, there would not even be a Buddha. “ Speaking in thismanner
about emptiness,” the opponent concludes, “you contradict thethreejew-
els[of the Buddha, histeachings, and the community of Buddhists], as
well asthereality of the fruits, both good and bad, and all such worldly

conventions.’!

Nagarjuna sanswer to thiscogent objection issimple: “we say that
you do not comprehend the purpose of emptiness. As such, you are tor-
mented by emptiness and the meaning of emptiness.”? The opponent’s
objectionswould hold trueif Nagarjunawassaying that all the elements
of reality are empty of reality and validity. However, what he has actu-
aly said is dightly different — he said that the teaching of emptiness,
sunyata, has a purpose. It is not an absolute statement, but a pragmatic
one. To explain this, he introduces here the notion of two levelsof truth.
“The teaching of the doctrine by the Buddhasis based upon two truths:
truth relating to worldly convention and truth intermsof ultimate fruit.”

3 The conventional truth, samvrti, is that which is used in the everyday
world. Even though all isarealm of mere appearance, one must still use
concepts to communicate with others and to function in the world. For
example, even though the enlightened one understands that there is no
“mover“who “moves,” he or she still utilizes the conceptions of move-
ment to discuss going to the store. Likewise, even though the Buddha
stressed the unreality of the person and the complete lack of egoity in
the world, he still, when communicating, used terms like “myself” and
“you.” The other form of truthis paramartha, which can betrandated as
“supreme truth” or “ultimate fruit.” Asthe term artha, “fruit” or “goal”
implies, thislevel still doesnot represent an ultimate, absolute Truth. Itis
atruth that does not rely on relative meanings, but rather isprovisional.
Goal -oriented, the supreme truth is conducive to attaining the fruits.

The four Noble Truths, i.e. the fact of suffering, its cause, itscure,
and the Eightfold Path leading to its removal are all expressed in terms
of conventional truth. Nirvana is the higher truth, the “greatest fruit,”
paramartha. These two levelsof truth often contradict. For example, the
first limb of the Eightfold Path is*right views.” One must subscribe to
the proper conceptual worldview to follow the Buddhist path. However,
the higher truth of paramartha denies that there is an ultimate “right
view.” Inthe state of nirvana, al isseen to be empty, and nothing isright
or wrong, better or worse. What iscrucial to point out isthat samvrti and

Ikarika XX1V.1-6
%karika X XIV.7
Skarika X X1V.8
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paramarthaare both called “truths.” Thereisno line drawn here between
truth and falsehood, for that would give rise to absol utism — something
can only be false if there is one single, independent standard against
which to measure it. Thus, instead of the true /false dichotomy integral
to Absolutisms, the Buddha spoke in terms of truth versus “confusion,”
I.e. using knowledge pragmatically and beneficially versus being bound
by itl!

The use of conventional language and relative truths is necessary
for teaching. “Without relying upon convention, the ultimate fruit is not
taught. Without understanding theultimatefruit, freedomisnot attained.”

2 The truths expressed by samvrti are necessary to point the way to the
ultimate goal. Language and concepts must be utilized. Oncethegoal is
in sight, these relative truths must be abandoned. It is at this stage that
oneperceivesall thingsto bedevoid of soul and empty of reality, and one
realizesthat the ultimate truth isitself not really a “truth.” What isvital
Is always to keep in mind which level of truth one is working with. If
one mistakenly appliesthe conception of emptinesstotherelativerealm,
for example, then one could see thingsas meaningless. Thiswould cause
one to be left in a state of distressand lose faith in the Buddha and his
teaching. “A wrongly perceived emptiness ruins a person of meager in-
telligence,” warnsNagarjuna. “ It islikeasnakethat iswrongly grasped.”
3|f anyone“ generatesany obsessionsor confusionswith regard to empti-
ness, theaccompanying error isnot ours,” he disclaims. Such aconfusion
is akin to that of a person who, mounting his horse, promptly forgets
where hishorseist*

It isjust such a mistaken attribution of ultimatetruthstotherelative
realm that led the hypothetical opponent above to conclude that Nagar-
juna was denying the validity of the Buddha's message. The opponent
had simply assumed that Nagarjuna's notion that all things are empty
invalidates all teachings, as well. Nagarjuna now turns the table on the
opponent. On the contrary, he says, it isthe denial of emptinessand the
assertion of self- nature that negates the Noble Truths. He spends the
remaining two-thirds of the section demonstrating that theories of self-
nature and individual identity contradict all the Buddha'steachingsand
preclude the very possibility of enlightenment. If existent thingsare not
devoid of aself-nature, then, for the reasons explained above, they must
be eternal and unchanging. If so, then they are both uncaused and inca-

K alupahana 1986, 46
*karika XXIV.10
Skarika X X1V.11
4karika XX1V.13,15
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pable of cessation. Thiswill nullify the notionsof an agent and hisor her
acts, which will then render him or her incapable of appeasing the defil-
ing dispositionsand escaping from the cycle of suffering. The Eightfold
Path will then be purposelessand itsgoal unattainable. Thus, Nagarjuna
concludes, notions of self- nature and a denial of emptiness will make
the entirety of the Buddha'steachings completely pointless.

A key to understanding the two truthsis dependent arising. It isthe
insight that all existent things have come to be only through a process
of mutual interaction and causation that provides the understanding of
emptiness. “We state that whatever is dependent arising, that is empti-

ness,” saysNagarjunal All thingsthat have cometo be dependent on oth-
ersare, by definition, relative. That is, they only have identity in relation
to other things, as“tallness’ hasidentity only in relation to “shortness.”
Sincethey are arisen thingsthey are not unreal. On the other hand, since
they arerelativethingsthey are not absolutely real. Neither are they both

real and unreal, for that would constitute an internal contradiction. How-
ever, neither can they be said to be neither real nor unreal: asarisen, they

are real, but as dependent, they are unreal. The only remaining way to
speak of arisenthingsisby sayingthat they arein the middle betweenthe
extremes. All discourse and conceptualization about dependently-arisen
thingsisthus said to be the “middle path.” Thisisthe key to the whole
issue of truth and reality covered in thissection. “\Whoever perceivesde-
pendent arising also perceives suffering, its arising, its ceasing, and the
path,” says Nagarjunain closing.? That is, whoever perceives dependent
arising understandstheontol ogy of existent thingsand perceivesthe Bud-
dha' sfour Noble Truths,

4.3.13. Section 25 — TheUltimate Goal: Enlightenment

Having explained the Madhyamika stance on the readlity of the Noble
Truths, Nagarjuna now can examine the goal of them and of the entire
Buddhist path, nirvana. There may be no single concept in Buddhism

which has elicited more confusion and debate than nirvana. Nirvanais
often trandated as “freedom,” but it actually means “extinction.” A lit-
eral trandation of “nirvana’ is“blown out,” asin the extinguishing of a
fire. Nirvanaisnot astate of transcendent eternal bliss, like that of some
formsof Yogaor of the Hindu AdvaitaVedanta, nor sanctified salvation,
likethat of the Christianity, nor final posthumous nonexistence, like that
of someMaterialist philosophies. It is, ssimply, the cessation of thosefac-
torswhich cause bondage, namely cravings, dispositions, and karma.

Ikarika X X1V.18
2karika X X1V.40
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Anexampleof theextinction of nirvanaisafforded by theBuddha's
analogy of thefire given above. When thefireisextinguished, it doesnot
go anywhere, east, west, north, or south. It simply ceasesto be. Similarly,
the one who has appeased, or eliminated, the snares binding one to the
cycle of birth-and-death can be said to have attained freedom, for he or
sheisnow free of the binding influences. But, thisdoesnot mean that the
freed one goes on to heavenly realm or a state of sanctified bliss. This
person does not disappear only to reappear elsewhere. The freed one
simply isno longer. It is not that the enlightened person ceasesto exist,
for heor shenever existed inthefirst place. It wasonly anillusion of red
existence that caused the one now free to have been bound to existence
in the first place, and it isan equally ignorant illusion of those viewing
the freed oneto think that he or she existsnow. That is, nothing goes out

of existence; it never existed in thefirst place?

| n section twenty-five, “ Examination of Nirvana,” Nagarjunaelimi-
nates various misconceptionsabout thisstate of freedom. It isnot aform
of existence, nor isit non-existence. It is not a “thing” which, like all
things, is dependent on all other thingsfor its manifestation. Nor isit an
independent thing. The fact that nirvanais spoken of being “realized,”
“attained,” or “achieved” is not to be understood as implying that free-
dom is a thing which can be known or possessed. These verbs are just
convenient ways samvrti) of speaking about an inexpressible concept.
Nagarjuna' s concern, as a Buddhist, was both to defend the Buddha's
philosophy and to help hisfellow Buddhistsescapethecycleof suffering.
Thisexposition of nirvana, then, isto be taken neither as a contribution
to a philosophical debate nor asatheory to be defended. It isa pragmat-
ic concept which can be used as atool for escaping from suffering. To
be useful as such, it must be understood in the proper way. Hence this
section, whose purposeisaclarification of the concept and theimproper
understandingsof it.

He opens the section with the opponent’s objection that, if al isre-
ally empty, then thereisno arising of thingsand so thereisnothing to be
extinguished (nir - vana). Nagarjunareplies, asbefore, that “if all thisis
non- empty, thereexistsneither arising nor ceasing.” If thereissvabhava,

11t has been mentioned repeatedly that a principal cause of bondage is the process through which a person ignorantly
perceivesreality in unreal things, feel spassionate attractionsor aversionsto those perceived things, and then graspsonto
them. If it isunclear how it can be that strong emotions can be aroused by a mereillusion, an analogy from mythology
may be illuminating: Ovid recounted the story of a young Greek sculptor named Pygmalion and Galatea who, fearing
and hating women, vowed to pour all of hiscreative energy into hisart alone. He carved one statue of a woman, which
he named Galatea, which proved to be so perfect and beautiful that hefell in lovewithit. Venustook pity on hisfrustrated
desiresand brought Galateatolife, and thetwo were married. Thisstory suggeststhat human passionsdo not discriminate
between real and unreal objects.
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asalf-natureinthings, thenit isthat which will prevent freedom.! Having
rejected self- nature by saying that all is empty, he is now faced with a
problem. If there are no things, then what is freedom, and how can one
speak of it or strive for it? The Buddha offered various definitions of
nirvana, one of which Nagarjuna now makes use of. “Unrelinquished,
not reached, unannihilated, non-eternal, non-ceased and non-arisen —
thisiscalled freedom.”? Onesubstantialist notion of freedom wasthat the
bound person partakes of the quality of bondage. Freedom, then, would
be therelinquishing of thisnature and the adoption of anew and wholly
disparate mode of existence— thefreed state. Thisdoesnot apply. There
isnot a person who partakes of qualities, and freedom is not a concrete
goal that can be striven for. An eternalist soteriology would hold that the
state of freedom transcends temporality, and the one who achievesfree-
dom also becomeseternal. Nirvanaisnot such, for it isnon- eternal. Nei-
ther, however, isit atemporal state of salvation, for it is“unannihilated.”
It cannot have any relation to temporality, which is measured by arising
and ceasing, for it is*“non-ceased and non-arisen.” Freedom is thus not
obtainable, not a transcendent reality, and not, like the Vedanta atman, a
preexisting immanent substratum.

Further, nirvana has absolutely no relation to the conceptsof either
existence or non-existence. If it were aform of existence, then, like all
existent things, it would partake of birth and death, arising and ceasing.
It would be relative and thus conditioned, for there are no existent things
that areunconditioned. If conditioned, it could not beindependent. These
would necessitatethat nirvana, likeall conditioned and dependent things,
be characterized by impermanence and suffering, which would make
for a poor enlightenment, indeed. Neither can freedom be said to be
non-existence, for, “wherein there isno existence, therein non-existence
isnot evident.”3 Thetwo arerel ativeconcepts. Moreover, if freedom were
said to be non-existence, it would, asone half of adual conception, still
not be independent. Nagarjuna echoed the Buddha's clear assertion that
nirvana is neither transcendent existence nor posthumous annihilation.
In discussing the nature of the enlightened one in an earlier section, he
clearly stated that “the thought that the Buddha exists or does not exist

after death isnot appropriate.”*

Notwithstanding such difficulties, nirvanamust be seen asnon-con-
tingent and independent. If it were not, then it would not be free from

Ikarika XX V.2
*karika XX V.3
Skarika XX V.7
“karika X XI1.14



82 Chapter 4. Nagarjuna's Mulamadhyamakakarika

the contingency and dependence of the suffering world. The solution,
the Buddha said, isto relinquish the notionsof becoming and beinginall
forms. Therefore, “it isproper to assumethat freedomisneither existence

nor non-existence.”! That is, if one completely ceasesto think in terms
of being, then neither arising nor ceasing, origination nor annihilation
will be posited. Thereisanother possible interpretation of the Buddha's
exhortation to relinquish notions of being. One could say that, instead of
seeing freedom as neither existence nor non-existence, one could see it
as both, as a transcendence of the two categories or, in Hegelian terms,
a synthesis of thesis and antithesis. This would declare freedom to be
some sort of mystical consciousness which is both existence and non-
existence by virtue of being a transcendence of the dualities. Thiswill
not work, either, Nagarjunanow shows, for nirvanacan contain no aspect
of either half of theduality. If it were both existence and non- existence,
then, rather than being independent, it would be dependent on both and
thus doubly contingent. Further, since existence and non-existence are
mutually exclusive opposites, “their simultaneousexistencein one place

isnot possible, asin the case of light and darkness.”?

That which precipitated the debate was the Buddha s teaching that
freedom is attainable, and the following speculations of his followers
about what sort of existence the Buddha enjoyed after death, i.e. after

his full attainment of nirvana® Complete freedom, “total extinction”

(parinirvana), only occursat death when thebody, too, isextinguished. As
Nagarjuna hasjust shown, no theoriesof the Buddha's existential status
seem to be possible. Thus, “it is not assumed that the Blessed One [i.e.
the Buddha] existsafter death. Neither isit assumed that he doesnot exist,
or both, or neither”* An immediate question following this statement is
“then what happened to him?He obvioudly existed at one point, and now
hedoesn’'t,sowheredid hego?’ Nagarjuna sanswer isstartling: “Itisnot
assumed that even aliving Blessed One exists. Neither isit assumed that
he does not exist, or both, or neither.”® The answer, then, isthat nothing
happened to the Buddha. His existential status did not change when he
attained nirvana, for he could not even be said to have existed beforeit.

If the Buddha snature before hisnirvanawasthe sasme ashisnature
after enlightenment, then the only thing that changed was his subjective
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understanding. His actual nature did not change. An even more startling
conclusion followsfrom this: if hisnature did not change, then theworld
of suffering, samsara, must not be different from the world experienced
by thefreed person. Thisisexactly what Nagarjunaconcludes.“ Thelife-
process has no thing that distinguishesit from freedom. Freedom hasno

thing that distinguishesit from the life- process.”? There is no transcen-
dent reality, no unique state of freedom experienced by the enlightened
one. The worlds experienced by the one bound by suffering and the one
freed from suffering are not different worlds. Nirvana is nothing more
than a shift in understanding the world and a new way of reacting to it.
However, Nagarjunais quick to say, thisdoes not mean that the cycle of
life-and- death and freedom are the same. “Whatever is of the extrem-
ity of freedom and the extremity of the life-process, between them not
even a subtle something isevident.”? If they were simply declared to be
identical, then there would be neither the experience of suffering nor the
experience of releasefrom it. Although the cycle of birth-and-death and
nirvana are not different, then, they are nonetheless experienced differ-
ently and are not ssimply one and the same.

The cause of thiswhole sphere of confusions and misunderstand-
ings about the nature of freedom isthe human tendency to speculate and
theorize. Were there not this tendency, then one would never perceive
transitory phenomenaasenduring in thefirst place, which would prevent
one from devel oping passionate attractionsand aversionsregarding phe-
nomena. Without such passions, the dispositions, graspingsand cravings
would not develop, and thus suffering would not come to be. Without
these passions, one would not create the concepts of eternal life, identi-
ty or difference, or infinity of the universe, concepts which the Buddha
repeatedly refused to discuss. The notion of emptinessis an antidote to
thischain which hasitsbirth in confused understanding and itsresult in
suffering. For, “when al things are empty, why [speculate on] the finite,
the infinite, both the finite and the infinite and neither the finite nor the
infinite? Why speculate on the identical, the different, the eternal, the
non-eternal, both, or neither?’® When one compl etely and utterly ceases
to grasp onto theoriesand perceptions, specul ation comesto an end, and
dispositionsare “blown out.” Thisisnirvana.
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4.3.14. Section 26 — Dependent arising, the Buddha' s Positive
Ontology

Section twenty-six, “ Examination of the Twelve Causal Factors,” isthe
penultimate examination of the karika. It isa highly anomal ous section.
First, there is hardly a single original statement in it, the entire section
being no more than a presentation of thetwelvelinksof the chain of de-
pendent arising as taught by the Buddha. Second, there are none of the
crypticand negatory statementsso characteristicof thepreviousfour hun-

dred verses. Thishasled some commentatorsto assumethat it and thelast
section, “ Examination of Views,” are merely summationsof Theravada,

“Older School,” doctrine. This opinion holds that the first twenty-five
sectionswere the exposition of Madhyamikathought, and these last two
Nagarjuna added as an appendix of sorts. Another hypothesis proposed

isthat theselast two sectionsare actual ly spurious.* Nagarjunacompl eted
his treatise with the examination of nirvana, this hypothesis holds, and
thelast sectionswere added by someone who wished to make Nagarjuna
appear to be a Theravadin.

Theredoesnot seemto beany justificationfor either of theseviews.
Regarding the last two sections as non-Madhyamika may help one up-
hold certain theories about the nature of Madhyamika. The Prasangika
school, for example, assertsthat Nagarjunawasdenying all conceptsand
advancing none of hisown. Since section twenty-six decidedly presents
a positive theory, it would be convenient for the Prasangika orientation
toregardit asspurious. Thereis, however, no apparent reason to interpret
thissection in that manner. If it isrgected becauseit ispositive and thus
seems anomal ous, then the dedicatory verses, aswell, could be regjected,
and then so could any verse which was difficult to interpret. These last
sectionswill therefore be accepted asNagarjuna slegitimate and intend-
ed conclusion to histreatise.

Nagarjuna presentsthe Buddha stwelvelinksinthe chain of depen-
dent arisinginthesameorder and manner inwhichthe Buddha presented
them. The only innovation isthat he insertstwo verses from another su-
trato clarify one point and concludesthe section with three verseswhich
summarize the way to reverse the cycle. The Buddha's chain of depen-
dent arising was already discussed in chapter two, and will be explained
fully in chapter five. This section is short, though, and the subject very
important, so it will not hurt to follow Nagarjuna's verses and present
it again.

The causal chain begins with ignorance. The true nature of reality

K alupahana 1986, 77
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Isimpermanence, soull essness, and suffering. Onewho doesnot perceive
thisfact will believe that things are real, that there are enduring identi-
ties and egos, and that it is possible to find satisfaction in these things.
One forms dispositions, such as attraction and aversion, on the basis of
such misbeliefs. Onetheninitiatesvolitional action, e.g. approaching that
which one desiresand avoiding that which isundesirable. Based on such
dispositions, consciousnessinfusesthe new life-form. That is, conscious-
ness does not create the attractionsand aversions, but rather they are pri-
mal and giveriseto consciousness. It may seem odd to say that conscious
nessdoesnot ariseuntil thispoint, for most religioussystemsregard con-
sciousness as eternal, all-pervasive, and ultimate. Buddhism, however,
holds it to be dependently-arisen. Consciousness is but one of the five
aggregates constituting a person. Until there is an awareness of subject
/object duality, there can be nothing of which to be conscious. Therefore,
consciousness neither can arise nor isneeded until there isan awareness
of asubject interactingwith aseparateworld. Thedispositionally- condi-
tioned attractionsand aversionsprovidethe earliest basisof and need for
interaction. Following thisinfusion of consciousness, “name and form,”
i|.e.the psychophysical personality, cometo be. Thisiswherethe new life
can be said to be a “person” proper. The awareness of name-and-form
both createsthe individual identity and also causes the awareness of the
objective world. Before the rise of name-and-form, it would be possible
to see attractionsand aversions as occurring and acting assimple natural
forces. Now, however, name-and-form cause awareness both of internal
subject and external object, both of “me” and “it.” Thisawarenesscondi-
tionsthesix spheresof sense-faculty, i.e.thefivephysical sense-faculties
plus mental sensations, which are called thoughts. These sense-faculties
are not actual feelings, but just the potential means by which feeling can
occur. The duality of subject and object plusthe potential for sensation
afforded by the sense-faculties givesrise to contact itself and the actual
feeling which ensues.

Nagarjuna here inserts a few linesfrom one of the early canonical
textsto help explain the nature of contact. Using the example of vision,
he says that contact proceeds from “the harmonious occurrence of the
three factors. material form, consciousness, and eye. Feeling proceeds
from such contact.”* Dependent upon feeling is craving. When one has
sensation, then onedevel opslikingsfor certain feelingsand aversionsfor
others. This leads to grasping, which takes the two forms of passionate
desireto partake of pleasant sensationsand avoid unpleasant ones. With
the devel opment of grasping, the one who grasps now becomesbound to

IkarikaXXVI1.5
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the cycle of birth-and-death. Nagarjuna here points out a converse pro-
gression. “If [thegrasper] wereto beanon-grasper, hewould bereleased,

and there would be no further becoming.”* This, Nagarjuna points out,
isaweak link in the chain. Thisis where the cycle of suffering can be
broken and freedom won. One may not have control over theearlier links
of the chain, such as primal ignorance or past karma, but one assured-
ly hasthe ahbility, here and now, to refrain from grasping. With detached
equanimity, bondage would be broken. If one does grasp, then the five
aggregates constituting the psychophysical personality will be bound by
dispositionally-conditioned karma and will continue to arise again and
again. Thiswill lead to unending rebirths, which in turn will lead to un-
ending deaths. Thisisthefinal link of the chain. “ Such isthe occurrence

of thisentire mass of suffering.”?

In summary, Nagarjuna remindsthe reader that “the ignorant [per-
son] formsdispositionsthat constitutethe source of thelife process,” and
hence all suffering. The key isto remove ignorance, which can be done
by cultivating knowledge and wisdom. The wise person will not initiate

the cycle of suffering, “because of hisperception of truth.” Thetruthin
question is dependent arising and its concomitant, emptiness. When all
things are seen as being empty, one can form no dispositions about them
and will cause neither passionate attractions nor aversions to come into
play. Thiswill prevent grasping. Thereisthusa certain circularity in the
chain of dependent arising and the way to break freefrom the chain. Na-
garjuna said above, in verse seven of this section, that the weak link is
grasping. If one ceasesto grasp, then dispositionswill wane and endless
rebirthswill cease. In another way, however, breaking freefrom grasping
istheresult of the appeasement of dispositions. That is, one must refrain
from grasping to rel ease the dispositions, and one must rel ease the dispo-
sitionsto refrain from grasping. Thereisalso a sort of catch-22 evident
in thefirst two links of the chain: “When ignorance has ceased, thereis
no occurrence of dispositions.” However, the cessation of that ignorance
takesplace only asaresult of therelease of dispositions?* Thetwo halves
of each of these equations, grasping + dispositionsand ignorance + dis
positions, arise together. They must also be released together. This may
seem paradoxical, but the Buddhist declaresthat it ispossibleto do. The
Eightfold Path istheway to do this. When one structuresone’slifeon the
principle of moderation through right actions, right thoughts, and right
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discipline, then ignorance will be undercut. “In thisway, thisentire mass
of suffering ceases completely.”!

The chain of dependent arising is not a linear one, but a circular
one. The above catch-22 and the seeming paradox of releasing graspings
through wisdom yet gaining wisdom through releasing grasping isthus
clarified. Ignoranceis, itistrue, presented asbeing thefirst link. Thisdoes
not mean, though, that ignoranceisin any way acause of the succeeding
eleven links. The chain can be seen as a series of conditions (pratyayas)
influencing one another in succession, but thisisjust away of explaining
it. All links of the chain arise dependently. When there is the first link,
ignorance, then the twelfth link, suffering and death, necessarily will fol-
low. When thereisthetwelfth link, death will lead to rebirth, and thefirst
link will follow. Both the origin and the means of escape from the entire
chain are to be found in this mutually-conditioned and interdependent
arising.

4.3.15. Section 27 — Conclusion: Right and Wrong Views

Nagarjuna has now completed hisexamination of the Buddha's philoso-
phy. He hasdiscussed all manner of improper theoriesand hasconcluded
with a short but comprehensive recapitulation of the Buddha's central
guiding teaching: the nature of the cycle of arising and suffering and the
way to eliminate thiscycle of binding influence through a cultivation of
wisdom. He now closesthe treatise with one last warning against unnec-
essary theorizing.

Section twenty-seven, “Examination of Views,” can be elucidated
by abrief excursusof oneelement of theBuddha' sdoctrine. Thefirst two
limbsof the Eightfold Path are Right Thought and Right Understanding.
Therearedefiniteand specificwaysof thinkingwhich must be cultivated
If oneisto escape suffering, and these are the Buddha' steachings. How-
ever, the Buddha al so stressed that certain typesof speculation are dele-
terious, as exemplified by the metaphor of the man shot with an arrow.
These are the metaphysical questions regarding the ultimate natures of
things, which questionshewould offer nocomment on. They arereferred
to as the Avyakrta, the “Unanswerables,” or the “questions which tend
not to edification.” An episodefrom an early sutrawill best explain these
“Unanswerables’ and the Buddha'sattitudetowardsthem. Thefollowing
episode is summarized and paraphrased.

A certain monk approached the Buddha and spoke asfollows:
“Sir, it just occurred to me, as| wasin meditation, that you have
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left unelucidated, and set aside, and rejected certain  theories — that
theworldiseternal, that theworldisnot eternal, that theworldisfinite,
that theworldisinfinite, that thesoul andthebody areidentical, that the
soul isone thing and the body another, that the saint exists after death,
that the saint doesnot exist after death, or both, or neither. If you know
the answersto these questions, then tell me. If not, then admit that you
do not know. If you do not give me an answer, then | will ceaseto be
aBuddhist.”

“Omonk,did| ever say toyou,’ Come, lead thereligiouslife under
me, and | will answer these questions?”’

11 NO.”

“In the same way as the man shot with the arrow, O monk, the
man whorefusesto livethereligiouslifeuntil | have answered these
guestions, that man would die before | have answered them. The reli-
giouslifedoesnot depend on the dogmathat theworldis eternal... not
eternal ... Thereligiouslifedoesnot dependon  thedogmathat theworld
isfinite...infinite. Thereligious life doesnot depend on the dogmathat
the soul and the body are identical... are different. The religious life
does not depend on  the dogma that the saint exists after death... does
not... both... neither. Bear in mind alwayswhat itisthat | have eluci-
dated, and what it isthat | have not elucidated. | have only taught those
things which have to do with the fundamentals of religion, facilitate

quiescence and cessation of passions, and lead to nirvana.”!

These “unanswerables,” which are found in many places in the
early texts, treat the four basic questions of the temporal duration of the
universe, the spatial extension of it, the future life of the Tathagata, and
the relation between the body and the soul. The questions represent the
most basic and deepest insecurities held by unenlightened persons, and
al stem ultimately from a belief in the self and afear of itsdissolution.
They areenumerated variously asten or fourteen,? but thisvarianceisdue
to no morethan how many “either,” “or,” “both,” or “neither” aternatives
are given for each of the four. Besides the Buddha's refusal to provide
specific solutionsto these problems, asrecounted above, there were also
times when, after having been asked such questions, he would simply
not speak.

Discussion of the unanswerablesand the famous “silence of the
Buddha’ has been a popular topic in modern scholarship, and four main

The complete episode can befound in - Warren, 117-122

2Murti is apparently incorrect in saying that “they are invariably enumerated as fourteen.” Cf. Murti 1960, 36 and
Warren, 117-122
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theories have been proposed to explain his refusal to provide answers.
These must be presented briefly now, for Nagarjuna's treatment of the
unanswerablesdoesnot seemtofit neatly any of thefour. First, it hasbeen
said that the Buddha was silent because he was interested only in prac-
tical matters. The speculative metaphysics were, ssimply, less important
than living the proper life, and thus were set aside. A second interpreta-
tionisthat the Buddhafrankly did not know the answers, and was preem-
inently an agnostic. Thiswastheinitial suspicionof themonk intheabove
parable. Third, an oppositeinterpretation of agnosticismisthat the Bud-
dha did know the answers, but was incapable of explaining them. This
interpretation is partially supported by the number of timesthe Buddha
emphasi zed the subtlety and abstruseness of the doctrine. Following his
enlightenment he seriously considered not even attempting to teach his
new- found truths, only because he despaired of anyone understanding.

! However, to say that the difficulty of teaching motivated the Buddha's
reticence to speak is not to do him justice. Surely such an enlightened
being would be ableto wield language to make it do hisbidding. Further,
it isstated clearly in the discoursesthat the Buddha did have the ability
to taillor hisuse of language to fit hisaudiences. A fourth approach isto
say that the problem liesin the mental processeswhich giveriseto such
guestions. What isimportant is, not an answer or the lack of an answer
to these questions, but rather completely removing oneself from such a

sphere of ratiocination by the appeasement of reifying thoughts?

These four might or might not be correct, and they might not even
beincompatible, but neither arethey Nagarjuna’ sdirect approach. Nagar-
juna, smply, says that the answers to these questions are wrong. There
may be theoretical reasonsfor rejecting the unanswerabl e questions, and
there certainly are pragmatic reasonsfor not becoming entangled in such
speculation. However, Nagarjuna's primary reason for rejecting them in
hisfinal sectionisnoneof these. He simply rejectsthem because they do
not hold up to logical scrutiny.

Nagarjuna opens with a discussion of views about eternalism. All
views of the survival of the self are based on the belief that the self ex-
isted in the past and /or that the self will exist in the future. However, it
would not be appropriate to say that the self existed in the past, for this
wouldrequirethat theself who existed inthe past isidentical withthe self

[ The enlightenment] won by me is deep, difficult to see, difficult to understand,” the Buddha thought on the night of
hisawakening. “...For human beings thiswould be a matter difficult to see... If | wereto teach [it] and otherswere not
to understand me, that would be a wearinessto me, that would be a vexation to me.” (quoted in Ka upahana 1986, 336)

2For a more complete discussion of this, see Gadjin M. Nagao, “The Silence of the Buddha and its Madhyamic
Interpretation,” in Nagao 1991, 35-50
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who exists now, in the present. This has already been refuted in section
eleven. However, the Buddha also said that it isincorrect to say that the
self isnot eternal. If the Buddhahad denied conti nuity of existence, then,
as discussed above, morality would be undercut, for “the fruit of action

performed by one will be experienced by another.”* Thiswas discussed
In section seventeen. Further, a self that existed in the present but not in
the past would be uncaused, which would be an erroneous conclusion.
Since neither of the above aternativesis appropriate, it would certainly
not be appropriateto combinethem and say that one both existed and did
not exist in the past. Further, since there are no other aternativesbesides
existence or not existence, and since a middle ground between the two
would be unintelligible, it isnot appropriate to say that one neither exist-
ed nor did not exist in the past. Viewsregarding afuture existence are to
be treated in the same way. That which leadsto the asking of the above
unanswerable questionsis the tendency to seek for some “thing,” some
real entity which can be characterized in termsof existence or non- exis
tence. But, “if it isthought that thereisnothing eternal, what isit that will
be non-eternal, both eternal and non-eternal, and also what is separated

from these two [i.e. ' neither’]?2

Nagarjuna next addressestheissue of the relation between the soul
and the body by focusing on grasping, for it isgrasping which causesthe
belief in self-hood. Thereis certainly an appearance of continuous self-
hood. Thisillusion arisesfrom the agglomeration of the aggregates, but
it isonly dispositionsand grasping that cause oneto seea self in the ag-
gregates. “When it isassumed that thereisno self separated from grasp-
ing, grasping itself would be the self. Yet, this is tantamount to saying
that there is no self.”3 But, he cautions, this does not mean that thereis
a self different from grasping. The self, then, “is neither different from
grasping nor identical with it.”* What has been refuted here is any natu-
ral existential status of the self, not the self asit has come to bein those
who grasp. “A self doesnot exist. Yet, it isnot the case that a person who
does not grasp does not exist. Thismuch iscertain.”® That is, when there
IS grasp| ng, thereisabelief in selfhood, and a self comesto be. Nagar-
juna s point isthat thisself isnot ulti maIer real.

One may object that perhaps there are forms of “ subtle existence”
which do not face the above problems. The Buddhadid allow for the pos-
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sibility of higher reaAlms of existence, such asrealmsof Gods or spirits.
Thiswas a natural corollary of the doctrine of rebirth, for oneliving the
Eightfold Path may improvehisor her station but not achievethefinal en-
lightenment which would obviate further existences. This person would

then have to be reborn, but would be reborn in a better world. However,
these divine spheresof reality, while better, were still not eternal and ul-

timately no more satisfactory than the human sphere. Nagarjuna devotes
three versesto clarifying the fact that divine existences share the same
limitations as human existence.

The thoughts of the soul’s eternity or lack thereof were negated
above, and now Nagarjuna negates thoughts of the universe's temporal
eternity or lack thereof anditsspatial infinity or lack thereof. The popular
metaphor of candle flamesishere used toillustrate the nature of the uni-
verse'sexistence. If the flame of one candleisused to ignite the wick of
another candle, and thenthat newly-ignited candleisusedtoigniteathird
one, then there isthe appearance of aflame passing from one candle on
to the next. It cannot be said that thereis one identical flame passing on,
for it isburning on different wicks, using different fuel sources, and in

different times. Yet neither can there said to be three different flames, for
there isan obvious continuity from one to the next. In the same way are

the elementsof which the universeiscomposed. The universe cannot be
said to end, because continuity isobserved in the series of dependently-
arising elements. Nor can it be said to endure, because each entity in each
moment iscomposed of different elements. Finally, the spatial extension
of the universe cannot be theorized about in any way. “It isnot possible

to assert either the finite or theinfinite,” Nagarjuna concludes!

Nagarjuna has thus far dealt with three of the four unanswerable
subjects. theduration of the self, therelation of the self and the body, and
the temporal duration and spatial extension of the universe. What was

left out of thissection was a discussion of the fourth unanswerable, the
posthumous existence or nonexistence of the Tathagata. It may be noted

that each of the above topics was dealt with in earlier sections. It is not
entirely clear why he brought them up again in the final section, but two
optionscometo mind. First, whilethefirst threetopicsappear repeatedly
in the previoustwenty-six sections, they were usually mentioned in pass
ing. Therewasasyet not a unified treatment of each oneonitsown. This
would also explain why adiscussion of the fourth unanswerablewasleft
out of thissection: Nagarjunadid devote an entire section to the nature of
the Tathagata, and it did not need to be treated again. Second, it islikely
that Nagarjunafelt that the tendency to specul ate on these matterswas so
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deeply ingrained in most people and the speculations so misguided that
it wasworthwhile to refute them in summary onelast time. Thisview is
supported by the statement with which Nagarjuna closes the Mulamad-
hyamakakarika: “| reverently bow to Gautama [the Buddha] who, out of
compassion, hastaught thetruedoctrinein order torelinquish all views.”
1 According to Nagarjuna, then, the Buddha' s teachings were wholly for
the sake of precluding metaphysical speculations and providing guide-
linesasto what typesof viewsare appropriate.

Thus ends Nagarjuna's mgor and most influential work. One may
perhaps wish that it ended on a clearer note: the final two sections and,
especially, the final verse seem to raise far more confusion than they
settle. Perhaps, though, thisisnot abad thing. The obscurity of thekarika
providesfor good thesistopicsfor those students needing them.

karika XX V11.30



Chapter 5. The Philosophy of Madhyamika

In the previous chapter an attempt was made to present and explain the
main themesof each section of Nagarjuna s Mulamadhyamakakarika. It
ishoped that thiswas accomplished with clarity, and that the reader now
hasacursory grasp of the karika, itsthemes, and itsmethod of argumen-
tation.

Thereasonsfor and implicationsof focusing solely onthekarikato
present Madhyamika thought should be repeated here. Thiswork repre-
sentsthe core of the entire school. Though Nagarjuna wrote somewhere
between thirteen and one hundred other texts, and though his commen-
tators were numerous and disparate, and though the possible interpreta-
tionsof the meaning and intent of Madhyamikathought are quitevaried,
nonethel essone can point to thiswork asbeing both the sole cornerstone
of theschool’ sphilosophy and thevital influencewhichliterally provided
theschool withitsvery life-breath. Choosing thiswork alonemay present
alimited understanding of the mind and intent of Nagarjuna(e.g. it will
shed no light on the question of whether Nagarjunawasa Theravadin or
a Mahayanist) and it certainly will not illuminate the subsequent devel-
opments of Madhyamika thought in al itsvariety. What a focus on this
work alone will provide isthe purest and cleanest possible presentation
of the fundamentals of the school

A disclaimer must be forwarded in advance: it must be cautioned
that any exposition of Nagarjuna’ sthought ultimately must be somewhat
tentative. The terseform of thetreatise' sverses, their often cryptic qual-
ity, and the subtlety of thethought of both the Buddha and Nagarjunaall
conspire to prevent any final certaintiesabout what exactly Nagarjuna's
philosophy was. Moreover, it is not always clear which of Nagarjuna's
versesweremeant to bean opponent’ spositionwhich hethen refuted, and
which represented Nagarjuna sown position. Translatorsand interpreters
of the karika, ancient and modern, frequently disagree on whether any
specific verseismeant to be the right view being defended or the wrong
view being negated. The above difficulties have not prevented books
from being written which claim to offer definitive interpretationsof Na-
garjuna and Madhyamika — on the contrary, it seems that most com-
mentariesand studieshave claimed to be conclusive. Such allegationsof

The Buddhist tradition agreesthat thisisthe place of thistreatise, for the work became known as “ The Fundamentals
of the Middle [Way].”
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certainty must be suspected even if only because the studiesin question
often have arrived at quite diverse interpretations. Thisnecessary caveat
aside, adiscussion of themain elementsand significancesof Madhyami-
ka thought as expressed in the karika will now be offered.

The primary themesof Madhyamikathought asdetailed inthe kari-
ka are three: the refutation of self-nature (svabhava), the examination
of dependent arising pratitya samutpada), and the teaching of emptiness
sunyata). Thesethree areimplicitly examined throughout the entiretrea-
tise, but were never isolated and scrutinized on their own. Therewas, it is
true, a separate section devoted to each of self-natureand dependent aris-
ing, but these sections scarcely exhausted the topics nor even attempted
to explain their full significance. The reason these three were not made
explicitin Nagarjuna streatiseisthat they were not ssmply three subjects
among many which he wanted to investigate. Rather, they are the very
substrata on which Madhyamika is based.

Self-nature runs throughout the karika as the insidious nemesis of
Buddhist philosophy. A refutation of it wastheinitial inspiration for this
treatise, for all false philosophical positionsare based on itsoften subtle
influence. Dependent arising isthe chief causal principle and is aswell
the shaping factor of the severe use of dialecticsfor which Madhyami-
kais so famous. It was a unique interpretation of dependent arising by
Nagarjunathat provided the means by which to refute self-nature. I nter-
preting causation in such away asto preclude self- natureled Nagarjuna
to emphasi ze emptiness, the concept for which he ismost famous. If no
entities, events, or personalities have self-nature, then they are “empty.”
Emptinessistheclosest that the otherwi se apophatic Madhyamikacomes
to advancing a doctrinal tenet. It isthe only possible description of the
ontological status of the world, and it is as well the sword which the
Madhyamika usesto slash through all false views and counter all oppo-
sition. (Dependent arising isnot a cataphatic assertion: it isadescription,
an abstract theory.) Now that a broad outline of the karika and its sur-
face themes has been presented, these three all-pervading and heretofore
largely tacit topicsmay be examined. Their significancewill be shownto
be profound and subtle and their ramificationsvast.



Chapter 6. Nagarjuna’'sMotivation and
Mission

6.1. TheDedicatory Verses

Nagarjuna appears to have been motivated by two factors. First, certain
interpretationsof the Buddha' steachingshad been proposed with which
he disagreed. A careful reading of the karika pointsto the notion of self-
nature as being his primary focus. This was not ssimply a metaphysical
doctrinewhich Nagarjunadisagreed with. The notion of self-naturewith
all its ramifications would have far-reaching repercussions on the Bud-
dha’s philosophy, calling into question the applicability of the Eightfold
Peth, the veracity of the four Noble Truths, and the attainability of nir-
vana. The second motivation both caused and explainsthe first — Na-
garjuna was a devout Buddhist. It was paramount to him to defend the
Buddha'steaching against all misinterpretations, to clarify the teachings
for hisfellow Buddhists, and to spread the teaching to those outside the

community.!

It cannot be stressed too much that Nagarjuna was, first and fore-
most, a Buddhist. Thisdevotional attitude doesnot necessarily shed light
on the philosophy of Madhyamika, but it was the dominant reason for
Nagarjunato write the treatise. The karika opens with a two-verse dedi-
cation to the Buddha, it contains almost twenty direct invocationsof the
Buddha variously extolled as the Supreme Ascetic, the Victorious One,
the Perfectly Enlightened One, and the Blessed One, and it closes with
Nagarjunasaying*| reverently bow to Gautamawho, out of compassion,

hastaught the true doctrine.”?
Thisaspect of Nagarjunaseemsto beoverlooked curiously often by

1The rather antinomian character of much of later Buddhism tends to disguise these two aspects of early Buddhism
which many Buddhiststoday, especially in America, would find unappealing: One, the Buddha' steaching was basically
fundamentalistinrequiring“right views’ beforeany thing else. Theonly right view isthe Saddharma, the Buddha's“ True
Law.” Granted, the right view isa“moderate” view, but this does not negate its dogmatism. Two, Buddhism was one of
the most missionary- and conversion-oriented religionsin world history, second only to Christianity. (On the latter, cf.
Kulke and Rothermund, 64-67) Nagarjuna sdevotional attitude and his dedicatory versesof the karikawill be discussed
first, and a detailed treatment of self-naturewill follow.

Zkarika XX V11.30
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modern scholars. Hiswork tendsto be treated as a philosophical system
based on ratiocination and expounded solely for the purpose of clearing
up misunderstandings. Thisistrue, but it isnot the whole picture. Nagar-
juna’s frequent homages to the Buddha display his devotional attitude,
and the volume of hymns and devotional literature attributed to him
demonstrate that the Buddhist tradition did not see him in such a purely
philosophical light. He was also seen as an apol ogist motivated by faith
and greatly concerned with the dissemination of the Buddha sword.
Nagarjuna'sreligious piety and his trenchant philosophy arein no
way contradictory. This harmony between his faith and hisintellect is
expressed by the two dedicatory verses with which he opensthe karika:

“lI salute him, the fully-enlightened, the best of speakers, who
preached the non-ceasing and the non-arising, the non-  annihilation
and the non-permanence, the non-identity and the non- difference, the
non-appearance and the non-disappearance, the dependent arising, the
appeasement of obsessionsand the auspicious.”?

This introduction demonstrates, not only that Nagarjuna's faith
and intellect are not contradictory, but that they are complementary.
The soteriological path of the Buddha both explains and engendersthe
rational dialectical philosophy of Nagarjuna.

These laconic verses may at first sight seem to express little more
thanasimplerejectionof extremes.Inactuality, their significanceisgreat,
for they summarize, in a mere eighteen words (in Sanskrit), the entirety
of the Madhyamika philosophical approach. All of the philosophical as-
pects contained in these verses have been or will be discussed at length
el sewhereinthisthesis. Notwithstanding, since Nagarjunasaw fit to state
them in a preview to hiswork, so shall they be briefly explained here,

First, the Buddhaisextolled asthefully enlightened (sambuddhah).
This, obvioudly, immediately tells the reader what religious system is
going to be explained in the following treatise, but it also encapsulates
the soteriological goal, “full enlightenment.” The Buddha isthen credit-
ed with preaching the “non- ceasing” and the “non-arising” and, later,
“dependent arising.” These three terms state a sort of table of contents,
but their significance is far greater. They detail, in a mere three words,
thefull Madhyamikainterpretation of dependent arising. Early Buddhist
school s saw dependent arising asthe mutual conditioning of interrelated
elements and events. These el ements and events were seen as being mu-
tually conditioned but still real in themselves. The Madhyamika school
gave a wholly new twist to dependent arising, stating that, if mutually

karika, introductory verses
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conditioned, elements and events can not be real. Things are thus not
explained by ceasing and arising, but are characterized as non-ceasing
and non-arising. Seen this way, one could ailmost call Nagarjuna's the-
ory “non-dependent non-arising.” The fact that the normal casual order
isreversed in thispair further foreshadowsthe subversionary method so
peculiar to Madhyamika. Two more pairsflesh out Nagarjuna sinterpre-
tation of dependent arising:“non-annihilation and non-permanence” and
“non-appearance and non- disappearance.” Asthings arise dependently,
they cannot have any real temporal location. They cannot be annihilat-
ed, for they were never really originated. Nor can they be permanent, for
thiswould require that they have self-nature, an assertion that does not
withstand logical analysis. The perceiving and conceptual reifying fac-
ultiesof the individual areilluminated by the non-appearance and non-
disappearance of things. This pair shows that the existence of thingsis
illusory, and hence any perceptions of them are evanescent and imputa-
tionsof existenceto them are false. Any conceptionsthat are held must
be based on thoughts of identity and difference. E.g., “I” am different
from this“desk” which isfront of me; only thus can there be a subject
relating to it as a different object. Further, | know that thereisa “me,”
for | have identity — the me who existed last night isidentical to the me
who exists today. Since the Buddha taught “non-identity and non-dif-
ference,” all such thoughts are wrong. Finally, these introductory verses
point out the means of salvation, which are “the appeasement of obses
sionsand the auspicious.” By abandoning clinging to obsessions, that is,
one finds the auspicious, the good (siva). One finds enlightenment. The
fact that Nagarjuna did not state his dedication to the Buddha and then
follow it separately with the above summary of Madhyamika thought
showsthat hisdevotional attitude and hisphilosophical agendaarewhol-
ly intertwined.

6.2. Salf-Nature Theories

The concept of self-nature, svabhava, has been repeatedly discussed in
passing in the abovethree chapters. It hasnot yet been examined inisola
tion because Nagarjuna did not present a single, comprehensive presen-
tation of itinthekarika. Hedid devote section fifteento an“ Examination
of Self-nature,” but thispresentation of it wasnot exhaustive. Init heonly
discussed three aspectsof self- naturetheories: the character of svabhava
as necessarily non-made and independent (karika XV.1-3), the fact that
svabhava cannot be related to thoughts of existence or non-existence
(XV.4-5, 8-11), and the incompatibility of svabhava with the Buddha's
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teachings (XV.6-7).

The full significance of self-nature ishinted at by the fact that the
karika can be seen asbeing structured around a discussion of self-nature.
The first fourteen sections of the treatise dealt mostly with refutations
of certain Realist interpretationsof the elementsand factors comprising
objective, external reality. For example, examinationsin the first half of
thework wereof causesand conditionspratyayas), elements, action, and
the conglomerating relationsand forces. The placement of thisimportant
section near the middle of the treatise, instead of at the beginning, hints
that a clarification and refutation of self- nature concludes this exami-
nation of the elementsand factorsof reality. The sectionsof thetreatise
following this seem to deal more with an examination of the individual
and hisor her internal subjectivereality. For example, examinationsfol-
lowing it are of bondage and release, self and time, enlightenment and
hindrancesthereto, and right and wrong views. It was necessary for Na-
garjunato have refuted notions of self- nature before he could examine
these | atter issues.

6.3. Non-Buddhist Notions of Self-Nature and the Soul

The three aspects of self-nature theories discussed in section fifteen
seemingly were chosen becausethey wereof themost direct relevancein
the theories Nagarjuna was refuting and the teachings he was uphol ding
in the treatise. What he did not discuss, then, and for obvious reasons,
wasamore sympathetic account of self-nature, i.e.thereasonsit wasfor-
mulated as a concept in thefirst place, what the theory meant, and what
problemsit solved. The concept had along history of usage and a vari-
ety of meaningsthroughout that history. There were definite reasonsfor
some schools of thought, Buddhist and otherwise, to posit self-nature.
Further, there are more significances of the concept which Nagarjuna
did not as explicitly touch upon; these significances were only implicit
in hisrefutation of the concept. A brief discussion of the history of the
concept, reasons for its assertion, and its significance needs to be taken
up now. Thisisnot an irrelevant aside, but isimportant for two reasons.
First, afuller understanding of self-naturetheorieswill shed greater light
on Nagarjuna senterprise. Second, it will demonstratethe ground for his
philosophy. Thetwo most important conceptsof Nagarjuna sphilosophy,
dependent arising and emptiness, will only make sense against the back-
drop of the theories he was criticizing.

One cannot point to a conclusive beginning of self-naturetheories.
Surely, they werefirst posited whenever individual sreflected on the fact
that thereisacausal regularity between eventsand an apparent continuity
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of identity in individuals and things. By the time of the early classical
period in India, two distinct camps of self-nature theories had become
clear: those of orthodox Hinduism, and those of the three heterodoxical
systemsof Materialism, Jainism, and Buddhism.

The central fact agreed upon by aimost al of Hinduism isthe re-
ality of an eternal, immutable, immanent soul, the atman. Thisled Hin-
duism to assert the reality of self-nature in one form or another. For ex-
ample, Aghamarsana, one of the earliest Hindu philosophers, consid-
ered “warmth” to bethefirst creative principle. From thisprimal warmth
originated, respectively, law, truth, darkness, water, time, and finally the
physical universe! The Sankhya-Yoga system later postul ated a general
material principle (prakrti) which was the primal cause of the universe
and from which all else evolved. Theistic interpretations of the above
posited a primum mobilum which initiated the causal process, and non-
thei sticinterpretationsdeclared that the primal matter contained aninher-

ent energy which obviated the need for a primum mobilum2? Either way,
though, it was clear that the omnipresence and the eternality of the soul
declared that nothing really new could come into existence; all change

was, in some form or another, based on self-nature?

The “Materialist” philosophies of the early classical period were
even more clear about thereality and function of self-nature, for they de-
nied the existence both of controlling, inner soul and of a transcendent
primum mobilum. “Without doubt,” says Kalupahana, “it wasthe Mate-
rialistswhofirst put forward asystematic theory of inherent nature svab-

hava).”* Since the regularity of causation could be attributed neither to a
God nor to an inner soul, only inherent self- nature could be invoked to
account for it. Thisself-nature became elevated to the statusof fixed, uni-
versal law: self-natureisthe only determinant of and force behind causa-
tion. Since self-naturetook the place of both the soul and God for theMa-
terialists, they were often grouped under the broad heading of Svabhava-
vada, the “School of Self-nature.”> Generally speaking, they held that
only matter isreal. Any formsof life or consciousness are byproducts of
material forces, the theory of hylozoism. These material elements have
an inherent nature which manifestsitself in afixed pattern of causation.
Since sentience is epiphenomenal and self-nature invariable, free will is

1K alupahana 1975, 6

%ibid., 7

5The Nyaya-Vaisesikatheory of asatkaryvadaisnot an exception tothis, for the effect, while empirically anew creation,
isnonetheless potential in and hence inherent in the cause. Cf. Hiriyanna, 239

4K alupahana 1975, 28

Scf. Hiriyanna, 103- 106
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necessarily an illusion.

The main difference between Hindu svabhava and Materialist sv-
abhavaboilsdown to morality. First, the Hindu was more transcendental .
The eternal all-pervasiveness of atman required that nothing really new
comeinto existence — causal change was always ultimately superficial.
The Hindu tradition emphasized the spiritual quality of ultimate reality,
a corollary of which wasthat morality isreal. One’s action determined
one'sfate, and so it was paramount to make causality and self-nature two
halves of the same coin. The Bhagavad- Gita summarizes well the con-
nections between self- nature and morality in Hinduism. Itsfinal chapter
states clearly that each person has a self-nature which determines his or
her dutiesin life. Each of the four castesissaid to haveitsown intrinsic
nature, svabhava, which prescribes specific dutiesincumbent upon each
person. One can only obtain freedom by properly living out and mani-

festing one’ ssvabhava! The Materialist recognizes no such transcendent
self-nature, for self- natureisablind physical forcefound inthe material
elementsonly. Religion then boilsdown only to morality, and morality in
turn reducesto simplehedonism. Onetext definesheaven asnothingmore
than “eating delicious food, keeping company of young women, using
fine clothes,” etc? , in Radhakrishnan and Moore, 235 Certain Material-
istsdid at |east elevate morality toinclude cultural cultivation, discipline,
and education, but thiswas for no other reason but to develop a greater
capacity to enjoy the world’'sdelights?3

Jainism, whosefounder wasacontemporary of the Buddha, adopted
a middle ground between the above two opposing theories. The Hindus
held amodalistic philosophy; they saw the universe asnothing but modes
of thelivingatman. TheMaterialistssaw the universeasnothing but man-
ifestationsof non-living matter. The Jainsattempted to reconcilethetwo
by postulating a living being with a soul acting in a universe comprised
of non-living matter, space and fate (karma). Both permanence (spirit)
and change (matter) are equally real. Thisled to what seems to be the
rather confusing doctrine that “things are partly determined and partly
undetermined,” that both determinism and free will are real and opera-

tive Asmight be expected from this, they attempted to both accept and

ICf. Bhagavad-Gita, XV111.40-48
2Sarvasiddhantasamgraha 9

8 Satischandra Chatterjee and Dhirendramohan Datta, An Introduction to Indian Philosophy (Calcutta: University of
Calcutta, 1960), 69 Morality is further obviated by the complete absence of free will in certain of these Materialist
systems. Thetext quoted above declaresthat even one’spotential for pleasureisdetermined by thelifelessself-nature: “A
person is happy or miserable through [the laws of ] nature: thereis no other cause.”* , in Radhakrishnan and Moore, 235

4Sarvasiddhantasamgraha 4
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deny self-nature. Thiswas accomplished by asserting that, on one hand,
individual human exertion was capable of effecting change. On the other
hand, past extrinsic karma caused the individual to become associated
with a deterministic type of self-nature.

6.4. The Buddha' s Theory of Soul-lessness

The Buddhist theory of self-nature, both initsoriginal formulation and
its later developments, is unlike any of the above three. There are few
referencesto self- nature to befound in the early Buddhist writings. This
isnot because the Buddha was unaware of or wasignoring theissue, but
because he saw self- nature as included in the larger issue of selfhood
(atman) as a whole. About this, he had very clear teachings. Any ideas
of self are false and imaginary beliefs which have no objective ground.
Further,theillusory beliefsin self-hood arethedirect causeof selfishness,
craving, and greed.“Inshort,” saysBuddhist scholar Wal polaRahula, “to
thisfalseview can betraced all the evil intheworld.”2 However, and this
iscrucial, the Buddha also taught that one must not conceive of the self
asnhon-existent. Heclearly stated that thereisno self, but hedid not intend
for thisto be interpreted as a negation of something that once existed.

An anecdote will explain thisapparent ambival ence between deny-
ing and asserting the soul. The Buddha was once asked by his disciple
Vacchagottagottawhether or not therewasaself. The Buddhadeclined to
answer, and the disciple left. He later explained hisrefusal to respond:

“If | had answered’ Thereisaself, [that would not havebeen] in
accordance with my knowledge that all things are without self... If |
had answered ' There is no self,’ then that would have been a greater
confusiontothealready confused Vacchagottagotta. For hewould have
thought:’ Formerlyindeed| hadaself, but now | haven't got one” *The
Buddha'sdilemmaisthe same asthat presented by the famous, albeit
distasteful, joke from Western philosophy: “Have you stopped beating
your wife yet?’ Assoon asone attemptsto answer the question, one
isforced to givemisleading information. The only escapeisto refrain
from answering.

The Buddha was thus careful not to be too adamant about either
answer. Saying that thereisa self would lead people to interpret him as
being eternalist, i.e. asserting the eternal atman of Hinduism. The moral

1K alupahana 1975, 50
Rahula, 51
Squotedin ibid., 62-3.
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result of eternalism isselfishnessand, ultimately, excessive desires. Say-
ing that there is no self would lead people to interpret him as being an-
nihilationist, i.e. denying any sort of self-hood in the same way that the
Materialists denied it. The moral result of annihilationism is a state of
distressover losing that which one believesone now hasand, further, an-
nihilationism would undermine moral accountability. Neither could the
Buddha say that there both isand is not a soul, for that would echo the
Jaina theory. Morally, he probably saw the Jaina fatalistic determinism
as another threat to accountability; if one’s nature and actions are deter-
mined asinexorably by previouskarmaasthe Jainsheld, then the efficacy
of individua initiative is greatly lessened.

A few hundred years after the Buddha' s death some school s under-
took thetask of systematizing hisontology intheface of histeaching of
anatman, soullessness. The result was the Abhidharma, a classificatory
analysis of human experience into physical elements, sense- faculties,
and the aggregates comprising theindividual. In thisprocessof analysis,
two old pre-Buddhist theories crept back in: self-nature svabhava) and
other-nature (parabhava). It was in response to these insidious heresies
that Nagarjunaformulated hisrefutation of the two.

Theories of self-nature found their host in the Realist (Sarvastiva
da) school. Theories of other- nature found a host in the “ Sutra School”
(Sautrantika), so called because they saw themselves as being the most
faithful to the original writings, the sutras. The Realistsreduced all phe-
nomenato ultimateatomistic entities. The systematization of theseatoms
and the rel ations between them was compl ete enough to account for all
phenomenal things, events, and individual s without any recourse to the-
ories of atranscendent self, such as atman. However, since these atoms
were irreducible and discrete, both temporally and spatially, there re-
mained a difficulty of accounting for the influencing effect of one mo-
mentary atom on another. Further, the perceived continuity of existence
wasnot fully explained. Toresol vethesedifficulties, the Reali stsasserted
that each atom has its own self- nature. However, since these atoms are
the ultimate building blocks of readlity, and since each has self- nature,
they cannot be associated with arising and ceasing. As such, they must
exist in al three phases of time, past, present, and future. It isnot clear
how exactly the atoms can be momentary but their self-nature eternal. It
seemsthat the phenomenal manifestation of an atom isbut momentary,
whilethe potential existence of an atom and itseternal character, itsself-

nature, are trans-temporal ! Such a self-nature may not have been explic-
itly contrary to the Buddha steachings, but it seemed to other school s of

1Cf. Kohn, 188
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Buddhism to comedangerously closeto the Hindu atman-theorieswhich
the Buddha was assuredly and clearly negating.
In response to these theories which seemed to border on heresy, a

group of monkssplit off of the Realistsaround 150 C.E.2 This, the“ Sutra
School,” intended to reject the heresies of the Redlists and return to the
original Buddhism as found in the earliest scriptures. They denied the
eternal self-nature of the otherwise momentary atoms by going to the
other extreme of denying the atomsany temporal duration. They did not
merely confine the atom to existence in the present alone, but literally
reduced its duration to zero. A result of this nontemporal instantaneity

was that the atoms could have no spatial extension, either The atoms
were seen as arising and perishing in the same instant. Since the atoms
partook of neither time nor space, their causal efficiency was negated.
Causation was not denied, for regular continuity of phenomena was ob-
served to exist. However, the all-but-nonexi stent atoms had no such pow-
er to influence or cause. There was thus seen to be a difference between
cause and effect, and the Sutra School wasforced to recognize other-na-
ture, parabhava® The“ other” intheir other-naturewasthe seriesof atoms
of which any one atom was a part. The atoms succeed one another in a
contiguous, uninterrupted sequence. While no atom on itsown lastslong
enough to have causal efficacy, the seriesof atomsdoeslast long enough
to influence other atomic series? It isthe self-nature of one series, which
seriesis“other” than each atom within it, that interacts with and condi-
tions pratyayas) other series®

6.5. Nagarjuna’'s Response

Nagarjuna’s position seemsto be that the above two schoolswere led to
posit a form of self-nature because they took the Abhidharma agenda
of analysistoo far. By so enthusiastically making listsof all the elements
and factors by which the Buddha explained reality and drawing corre-

1K alupahana 1986, 32
2Kohn, 189

3Lamotte, 603

4K alupahana 1986, 23
5Lamotte, 607

5The Sautrantika philosophy of instantaneity led to another, even more heretical doctrine, which, being unrelated to
the topic at hand, was not mentioned above. Briefly, the Sautrantikas were another school of Personaists. If an atom is
infinitesimally short-lived, then it cannot be perceived directly. The act of perception would have to be once-removed
from the object of perception. Yet perception exists. To account for this, consciousness was seen as underlying and
supporting al phenomena. This consciousness creates from succession the illusion of continuity. This illusion is
self-conscious, and a subtle self comesto be.
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spondencesand rel ationsbetween thesefactorsthey failed to realize that,
though the Buddha explained his philosophy using such conceptions as
psychophysical aggregates, material elements, and sense perceptions, he
was not reifying these factors. Such elements and factors provided for
a complete description of reality, but they were not intended to be taken
asreal. They are all dependently-arisen, not autonomous. Further, the
doctrine of momentariness, as explained above, led the Realiststo posit
the existence of self-naturein all three phases of time and led the Sutra
School to deny any temporal duration to the elements. But thisnotion of
momentarinessis not to be found in the Buddha'steachings, either. Na-
garjuna spositionisthat, had these school sunderstood dependent arising
in the right way, they would not have been led to hold such beliefs.

Nagarjuna's attitude towards self-nature is wholly explained by
one fact: the theory of dependent arising necessarily upholds the Bud-
dha' s doctrine of soullessness (anatman), which soullessness can never
be compatible with self-nature theories. The self-nature of athingisits
“Identity,” that which makes it unique, autonomous, and differentiable
from any and every other thing. The meaning of identity can be illumi-
nated by examplesfrom the English language. If someone pointsto me
and asks“Whoisthat?’ and they aretold “That is Jonah Siegel,” then |
have been “identified.” | have been distinguished solely on the basis of
my “identity.” Further, thisidentity requirestemporal identical-ness. For
the person whoisnow reading thisto have an identity, that person must at
thismoment be identical to the person who got out of bed thismorning,
and both must be identical to that person who wasborn one year or fifty
yearsearlier. |dentity theoriestherefore require that there be an enduring
and unchanging substance residing within the entity, event, or individual
being identified. If a substance either changed or did not endure, then it
would not be identical from one moment to the next, and thuswould not
have identity, and thus could not be self-nature.

Nagarjuna saw that self-nature, by necessity, must have two quali-
ties: it must be unchanging and it must be enduring. The Buddha's the-
ory of dependent arising, however, isincompatiblewith such identity on
both accounts. First, as explained above, self-nature must be unchanging
and identical from one moment to the next. However, it would then nev-
er be associated with change, and cause-and-effect would be meaning-
less. “Because of the perception of change, the absence of self- natureis
[recognized],” saysNagarjuna.! The example he used previously to deny
change of identity wasthat a person cannot be said to age. Who isit that
ages, the young person? No, for youthfulness and agedness cannot exist
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in the same identity. Isit the old person who ages? No, for an old person

isalready aged, and thus cannot again partake of the processof aging.ls
the person distinct from the discrete process of aging, which processisa
meretemporal attribute of the enduring subject?No, for then subject and
attribute would be separate and individually autonomous. Aging would
exist as an abstraction apart from any thing that ages, and the subject
would exist but have no association with either youthfulness nor aged-
ness, and would thus be equally abstract. Thus, if athing has self-nature
asasort of substance, then that thing can never participate in change or,
by extension, causality. A tempting alternative would be to posit adis
tinction between a thing’'sidentity and its substantial self-nature. Thisis
wrongfor tworeasons. One, such adistinctionismeaningless. Self-nature
Isidentity, and vice-versa. Two, if athing's identity and its self- nature
were distinguished, then it would have to be said to have “ other-nature.”
Thisismetaphysical nonsense, and Nagarjuna repeatedly makesit clear
that, without self- nature, there can be no such thing as other-nature.

The second quality of self-nature is that it must be eternally en-
during, for its autonomy would require that it not be causally condi-
tioned. “ The occurrence of self- nature through causes and conditions

(pratyayas)isnot proper,” declared Nagarjuna? If self-naturearosedueto
acause or through the influence of conditions (pratyayas), then it would
beartificial, it would be made. But “how could self-nature be made?’3 If
made, it would be at |east partially dependent and self-nature, by defini-
tion, isindependent. If made, itsidentity would bepotentially or explicitly
initscause, itsmaker. One may object that it isstill theoretically possible
to declare self-nature to be eternal and unmade, and thus a real and au-
tonomousidentity. A Buddhist would say that therearetwo philosophical
problems with such eternalism. (There is a moral one, too: see below.)
One, no such unmade identity isevident. The Buddha saw that the nature
of all conditioned thingsis transitory and he announced this transitori-
ness. Asserting eternalism contradicts the Buddha's enlightened obser-
vation. Two, such an eternal identity would be pure metaphysical spec-
ulation. If eternal, it would be uncaused and unconditioned, and wholly
autonomous. Assuch, it could have absolutely no influencing effectson
the rest of the universe, and so it could never be known. The theoretical
denia of self-natureisfurther upheld by an empirical fact: self-natureis
never observed to exist, and so its assertion must be pure metaphysical
speculation. The very third verse in the treati se states “ the self-nature of

1Cf. karika X111.4
%karika X V.1
Skarika X V.2



106 Chapter 6. Nagarjuna’'s Motivation and Mission

existentsis not evident.”! The Buddha, with al of his perspicacity and
philosophical acuity, who was “adept in existence as well asin non-ex-

istence,”2 said that he found there to be no substantial identity in things.
Even Nagarjuna, who did not claim to have the sameenlightened wisdom
asthe Buddha, observed the empirical evidence that self- natureissim-
ply not found to exist. It is na vidyate, “not seen.” Those who do claim
to perceive immutable and eternal identity are simply myopic, filtering
their perceptionsthrough defilements, grasping, and dispositions.“ Those
who perceive self-nature aswell asother-nature, existenceaswell asnon-
existence, they do not perceive the truth embodied in the Buddha' s mes

e.”3 Asmentioned, asupranatural transcendent i dentity coul d be posit-
ed theoretically but, asexplained above, thistheory could never leavethe
realm of pure speculation, and so is pointless.

The final reason that Nagarjuna refuted self-nature theoriesis the
moral one. The potential of thingsto change and to be changed isprereq-
uisitefor personal growth, change, and escaping from suffering. If one’s
substantial identity were immutable, then change would obviously be
simply superficial. For oneto escapesufferi ng by changi ng and appeasing

the defilements, self- nature must necessarily be mutable* Changeisnot
change of substance, but change of the accidentals; bondage is remov-
able becauseitisextrinsic. A Madhyamikaresponseto thislikely would
be that, if truly extrinsic, the adventitious elements could never really
affect or bind the substance. More drastic, a person is only confined to
the cycle of birth-and-death if he or she has dispositionslike passionate
attraction and aversion and if he or she grasps onto these passions or
grasps onto existenceitsalf. If things had self-nature, then these disposi-
tionsand graspingswould themselveshave self-nature. Since self- nature
is unchanging, then the dispositions and grasping themselves would be
permanent, unappeasabl e, and eternally binding. One could never break
free from them, and enlightenment could never be found.> Finally, self-
naturewould beincompatiblewith causation, anindividual’ sability to ef -
fect real changewould beimpossible, all moral actionwould benullified,
and the Buddha's path would become meaningless. “If you perceive the
existence of the existentsintermsof self-nature, then you will... contra-
dict [the notions of ] effect, cause, agent, performance of action, activity,

Kkarikal.3

*karika X V.7

Skarika XV.6

4The common Vedantic solution to this is that, since one’s substantial nature (atman) is immutable and eternal, the
defilements are but adventitious and temporal .
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arising, ceasing, aswell asfruit [i.e. theresultsof moral action],” Nagar-
juna concludes!

karika XX1V.16-17



Chapter 7. Dependant Arising, the
Foundation of Madhyamika

7.1. Dependant Arising asa Central Notion in Buddhism

The Buddha's theory of dependent arising has an immediately obvious
significance — it is the only positive ontological theory expounded by
the Buddha. Theformulationsof thefour Noble Truthsand the Eightfold
Path areof course positiveteachings, but they arenot really philosophical
dogmas. They are descriptions of the condition of humankind, the ulti-
mate goal of humankind, and teachings about how to achieve that goal.
Only dependent arising describesthe ontic status of the universe (depen-
dence), itsmode of creation (dispositionsconditioned by ignorance), its
future fate (the appeasement of dispositionswhich reversesthe cycle of
arising), the ontic nature of the individual (impersonal aggregates con-
ditioned by ignorance), and the future fate of the individual (extinction
through enlightenment). Scholar Gunapala M alal asekera has expressed
the status of these various formulations well in saying that “Just as the
Four Noble Truths... form the heart of the Buddha's teaching, so does

the doctrine of dependent arising constitute its backbone.”*

Dependent arising was likewise of supreme importance for Na-
garjuna. As explained above, Nagarjuna opened his treatise with a ded-
ication that placed dependent arising at the center of hisappreciation of
the Buddha and as central for Madhyamika thought. Indeed, renowned
scholar of Buddhism Gadjin Nagao hasgone so far asto say that Nagar-
juna “regarded Sakyamuni asthe great master precisely because of his
elucidation of dependent arising.”? Aswith the above discussion of self-

nature, a prefatory presentation of the doctrine and its development is
necessary. Dependent arising isnot atheory that the Buddha devel oped,
but one that he saw. As he sat under the Bodhi tree on the night of his
full awakening he discovered the fact of the mutual contingency of all
existent things. Thisawarenessled himto the*threefold knowledge” that

IGunapala Piyasena Malalasekera, “Aspects of Reality taught by Theravada Buddhism,” in Moore, 78

2Gadjin M. Nagao, The Foundational Standpoint of Madhyamika Philosophy (New York: State University of New York
Press, 1989), 5 (italicsmine)
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marked his station as one who had achieved full enlightenment sambud-
dhah). First, he saw, through his new- found knowledge of dependent
arising, the origin of suffering in ignorance and the end of suffering in
wisdom. Second, fixing “his mind upon the chain of causation, in direct

and reverse order,”* he obtained the knowledge of all of hispreviousex-
istences. This provided him with the recollection of hispreviousactions
and their karmic consegquences, enabling him to see that he had lived out
all of hisaccrued karma and that thiswould be hislast existence. Third,
having so clearly perceived theorigin of thecycle, heknew with certainty
that he had fully erased the binding ignorance, and would surely never
returzn to existence. He knew himself to be“ThusGone;” hewasa Tatha-
gata.

A key to the Buddha steaching isthat he was not the only one priv-
ileged to see dependent arising. Anyone who followsthe path he recom-
mended can realize its nature and workings. More than this, individual
freedom requiresthat one verify these truthsfor him- or herself. Theim-
portanceof and possibility of perceivingdependent arisingisexemplified
by the story of the conversion of Sariputta and Moggallana related in
chapter one, above: all that wasneeded for each of themtorealizenirvana
wasto betold “all thingsthat arise will cease.” The duty of the Buddhist
monk who isaware of the Buddha sformulation of dependent arisingis
to examine each of the linksfor him- or herself, discover how they are
conditioned, how they arose, and how they can be ceased.® Thisisthekey
to the Buddhist path. The import of thisduty isfar greater than merely
verifying one aspect of the Buddha' steachings. Rather, one who follows
thiswill understand the entirety of the Buddha steachings, his“dharma,”
and, more, one who followsthisisguaranteed to see the Buddha himself.
Heoncesaid “thosewho see dependent arising will seethe dharma; those
who seethe dharmawill seedependent arising,” and another timehesaid
“those WE\O see the dharma will see me; those who see me will see the
dharma.”

7.2. TheMeaning of Dependent Arising

There are two main formulations of dependent arising, one general and
the other specific. In its most abstract form, the theory holds that “ That

IMahavagga, quoted in Radhakrishnan 1929, 410

2Lamotte, 16-17

SWarder, 133

4Majjhimar-nikaya and Samyutta- nikaya, respectively, quoted in Nagao, 1991, 104
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being, this comes to be; from the arising of that, this arises; that being

absent, thisisnot; from the cessation of that, thisceases.”! The more spe-
cificformulation detail sthe processby which linksinthe chain arise, one
after the other, and which linksdirectly influence which others. The most
common of these specific formulationsisthe twelve-link one described
in chapter two, but there are minor variationson this. The crux of all for-
mulationsof thetheory isthe mutual interdependenceof all things. Every
element isboth conditioned and isa conditioner, so every element isboth

an effect and a cause. There is no transcendent law of cause-and-effect
ruling the process, for thereisonly arelative“before” and “ after,” only a

relative causal sequence. On the one hand no element isindividually au-
tonomous, and on the other hand neither isthereahigher forceruling the
process. Since no thing existson itsown, no thingisreal initself. A thing
Is dependent on another, then, not just for itsidentification, as*tallness’
IS dependent on “shortness,” but for its very existence, as the piece of
clothing is dependent upon the threads which constituteit.

Thus far, the doctrine of dependent arising may seem clear and
obvious. If so, it isonly because one does not yet understand it in all of
itsimplications. The Buddha sattendant, ananda, once said to hismaster,
“It is surprising, sir, it is wonderful, sir, how profound this dependent
arising isand how profound isitsillumination. Yet it seemsto me asif
very simple.” “Say not so, ananda, say not so,” admonished the Buddha

in reply.2 The theory is abstruse and its ramifications vast.

Intheeyesof Buddhism, thedoctrine of dependent arising solvesall
metaphysical philosophical problems. Etiology issolved becausethereis,
not an absol ute beginning, but an temporally indeterminatewel ling up of
mutual ly-conditioned factors. Since nofactor istemporally prior, assuch,
the discussions of genesis manage to avoid positing an absolute begin-
ning without recourse either to a metaphysical entity like a transcendent
God or to causal priority ad infinitum. Eschatology is solved because,
sincethe ultimate end of existenceismerely the appeasement of arising
through appeasement of ignorant dispositions, thereisno need to predict
apocalypsesor nihilistic destruction of existence. Thingsarose, but there
was no ultimate cause, and thingswill cease, but thereisno ultimatefate.
Soteriology islikewise solved; one need not face either afinal Judgment
Day nor mere annihilation, but rather one will just face the self-caused
abandonment of equally self-caused afflicted existence. When ignorance
ceases, birth ceases, and death ceases. Karma, metempsychosis, and the
nature of the soul are also all solved without recourse to abstract soul-

ISamyutta-nikaya, quoted in Harvey, 54
2Mahanidana Sutra, quoted in Warder, 108
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theories. Karmaisneither an adventitious elemental defilement, likeit is
for the Jains, nor a subtle and transcendental deterministic fate, like for
certain schools of Hinduism. Karmais simply the correlation between

cause and effect. Karmaisdetermined by one’'sactionsand dispositions,
and when one appeases one’ sdispositionsthen, when eventually thelin-
gering effectsof prior causes have cometo fruition, existence will be no
more. The simple conditioning of one link by another link enables the
Buddhist karmato be determined without being deterministic, and subtle
without being transcendental. Reincarnation is similarly solved with no
recourseto atman-theories. Deathisconditioned by birth, whichisinturn
conditioned by ignorance. Thisconti guouscontingency obviatestheneed
to posit a substantial and transcendently-enduring soul. The perceived
existence and continuity of theindividual islikewise explained without
recourse to atman: since the aggregates of the individual arise together,
and these aggregatesaccount for the entire nature of theindividual, there
ISno need to posit an extraneous metaphysical entity liketheself. The de-
bateof freewill versusdeterminismisalso solved. Therecan beno“free”
will, for no element of existenceisindependent. All thingsare dependent

upon other things, and soisthewill. Thisdoesnot mean that the universe
isbound by inexorable determinism: the Buddha declared himself to be

an upholder of “freeaction,”* for it isone’swill in the form of volitional
dispositions which both caused existence in the first place and will ul-

timately bring about appeasement and freedom.? Two more theoriesre-
pugnant to the Buddha, the extremes of eternalism and annihilationism,
are obviated by dependent arising. Nothing iseternal, for, when athing's
conditioningfactorscease, thenit will cease. Neither isanything destined
tofacedestructioninnon-existencefor, ascontingent upon other things, it
was hever independently real inthefirst place. Finally, dependent arising
solves ontology. Things are empirically real, for they were arisen. How-
ever, they are not ultimately real, for thereisno substance, ton, on which
they are founded. Thereis Becoming, but no Being. Since thingsare not
ultimately real, the affliction of suffering can be vanquished; if suffering
were ultimately real, then it could never be abolished.

The Abhidharma schools were the first to offer an interpretation
of the doctrine of dependent arising, but interpretation probably was not
their intent. They understood the doctrine to mean the temporal succes
sion of momentary and discrete el ements (dharmas) which werein them-

selvesreal 1 They did not see dependent arising to mean that the elements

IMalalasekerain Moore, 80

2That both free will and determinism are operative in Buddhism’s dependent arising is not to be confused with the
compatibility of the two in Jainism. In the former, neither isultimately real, but in the latter, both are real.
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were only relatively real, but rather they saw it as describing the inter-
actions between already-existing elements. The point of the doctrine de-
pendent arising, they felt, wassolely to negate soul-theories, not to negate
the elements themselves. Dependence was thus seen as referring to the
conditioning rel ationsbetween the el ements, which rel ationswere metic-
uloudly analyzed and systematized. It was these relations that became
seen asthe dynamic force of becoming.

The Perfection of Wisdom (Prajnaparamita) writingscriticized the
Abhidharma theory of relations as being, not an explanation of depen-
dent arising, but an interpretation of it, and an interpretation with which
they disagreed. The systematic hierarchy of relationswas seen asbeing
no less metaphysical than the speculativetheoriesof causality which the

Buddha was trying to avoid.? A further problem was that, while it was
not explicitly wrong to describe the universe as made up of discrete el-
ements, it was misleading. To isolate an element temporally wasto take
a first step towards conceptually reifying that element. The approach
adopted by the Perfection of Wisdom school wasto elevate the theory of
dependent arising from the empirical to the conceptual by formulating a
two- truth theory, a theory later embraced by Nagarjuna. This approach
declared that the Abhidharma schoolssaw reality from the standpoint of
lower, conventional truth, and so they saw all as being composed of real
elements which are mutually dependent in termsof causal efficacy. The
Perfection of Wisdom, on the other hand, believed themselves to have
access to perfect prajna, “wisdom” (hence the name of this school, Pra-
jnaparamita). From the standpoint of higher, ultimate truth afforded by
such wisdom, elementswere seen asbeing, not just causally conditioned,
but even ontologically conditioned. That is, the elementsdid not merely
constitute conglomerate thingswhich, asan assemblage, had no inherent
identity and real existence; moreover, rather, the elementsthemsel veshad
no inherent identity or real existence.

The result of thisinterpretation of dependent arising isthat the el-
ementsare “empty;” asdependent arisen, they are not real and are with-
out self-nature. Furthermore, concepts, too, are unreal 2 All concepts are
based on dualitiesas”tallness’ isdependent on “ shortness.” The ultimate
implication of thisinterpretation isashift from emphasison logical rea-
soning, asevidenced in the Abhidharma, to non-dual intuition, or prajna.
This non-dual intuition prefigured Nagarjuna's use of comprehensive
four-fold negations and the later mysticism of Zen.l In the writings of

1Santina, 6
2Cf.Kal upahana 1975, 154-155
3Santina, 12
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both the Perfection of Wisdom school and Nagarjuna, all propositionsre-
garding a subject are negated (e.g. somethingis, isnot, both isand isnot,
neither isnor is not), but no alternative proposition is offered. The only
way to grasp the subject isthrough non-dual, non-conceptual intuition.

7.3. Madyamika Interpretation and Re-inter pretation

The Perfection of Wisdom school of thought wasto have so great anin-
fluence on Nagarjunathat he was even credited with having founded the

school 2 Indeed, hisinterpretation of dependent arising isidentical with
that of the Perfection of Wisdom. However, while in the former thisin-
terpretation of dependent arising was pervasive but implicit, Nagarjuna
fleshed it out and gave systematization to itsimplications. In doing so,
the notion of dependent arising becameradically different and more pro-
found than it had been in itsearlier incarnations. It has been argued that
Nagarjunainstigated a “ Copernican revolution” in both Buddhism and
Indian philosophy as a whole by expanding the meaning of dependent
arising from being mere elemental relationsto defining afull dialectical

method23 This may or may not be the case — it isin no way clear that
Nagarjunawasrevol utionizing the philosophy of the Buddhaasthe Bud-
dha meant it — but it iscertainly true that Nagarjuna sinterpretation of
dependent arising waswholly unlikethat of the Buddhism which preced-
ed him.

Briefly, Nagarjuna' sinterpretation of dependent arising of elements
focused on the nature of each element on itsown. He found that nothing
can be conceptualized in isolation, but neither can it be conceptualized
in association. Two things, if dependently arisen, can be neither identi-
cal nor different. Yet, the concept of relation requires that they be both
identical and different.* They must be identified as separate, for, if not
separate, one cannot speak of their relating. A thing cannot interact with
itself; plurality isrequired. Conversely, they must be identified asnot be-
ing different, for, to relate, they must have a connection. If truly separat-
ed, then they can never interact. Water, for example, cannot interact with
burning, and fire cannot interact with freezing. “In identity,” Nagarjuna
points out, “there is no co- existence. That which is associated does not
arisetogether.” That is, if identical, the“co-" of “co-existence” ismean-

10n the latter, cf. Shunryu Suzuki, “No Dualism,” in Zen Mind, Beginner’'sMind (New York: Weatherhill, 1983), 41-43
2Cf. chapter three

SCf. Murti, 1960, 123-4 and 274.

4ibid., 138


Djuniedi
Highlight


114 Chapter 7. Dependant Arising, the Foundation of Madhyamika

ingless. Dependent arising requirestwo distinct elementsfor there to be
relation and hence arising. Yet, on the other hand, “in discreteness, how
can there be co- existence?’'! That is, if separate, the“ co-" doesn’t apply,
either, and therelation that isrequired for arisingisagain precluded. The
only conclusion isthat “whatever arises depending on whatever, that is

not identical nor different from it.”?

One cannot avoid the above difficulty by positing a type of causal-
ity that isother than dependent arising, such aseternalism or ssmple phe-
nomenalism. Thingscannot be eternally existing and hence unarisenfor,
if they had an eternal identity, then they would be devoid of change, de-
void of action, devoid of all phenomenality, and hence meaninglessin
their metaphysicality. Neither can there be a type of causality in which
things are temporally new phenomenal creationsfor, if the effect isdis
crete from its cause, then ultimately it isnot connected to the cause and
henceisuncaused. Dependent arising, which explains causation without
recourse either to eternalism or to ssimple phenomenalism, isthe only co-
herent theory. As Nagarjuna saysin relation to agent and action, a cause
proceeds depending upon itseffect and the effect proceeds depending on
the cause. “We do not perceive any other way of establishing [them],” he

says”

The main complication in thinking of thingsasindependent isself-
nature, svabhava. Any thing that is dependently arisen, Nagarjuna said,
must be without self-nature, incapable of being isolated and, ultimately,
not even real. Maria Ruth Hibbets, a recent thesisstudent of Madhyami-
ka, has clarified the incompatibility of self- nature and relativity with a
most apt analogy. Seeking to discover the essential meaning of a word,
|.e.itsonetrueand unigue meaning, onelooksup thewordinadictionary.
Here one finds a series of relations, e.q. X islike Y, unlike Z, etc. $till
wanting to pinpoint the word’ sidentity, one looks up the secondary rela-
tional wordsY and Z, whereentirely new setsof relationsare given. One
could continue ad nauseam and never find theword’ sessence, itssvabha-
va. It isonly defined in relation to other words, al of which arelikewise
without self- nature:* The constituentsof existence are both brought into
manifestation and defined in the same way — they have neither essential
nor empirical independence, but can only ariseand be defined inrelation
to other constituents. Had the earlier Buddhists not analyzed reality into

Kkarika V1.4
2karika X VI111.10
SkarikaV111.12

4Maria Ruth Hibbets, “An Investigation into the Negative Dialectics of Nagarjuna and Candrakirti” (Bachelor’'sthesis,
Reed College, 1991), 20
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discrete momentary elements, Nagarjunalikely would not have respond-
ed by so drastically disproving the reality of elementsin themselves. It
wasin the light of these self-nature theoriesthat he responded with this
teaching of relativity. If all things are dependently arisen, then they are
not arisen independently, on their own. If not arisen on their own, then
they cannot be said to exist ontheir own. Thisisidentical tothe Buddha's
formulation of dependent arising as explained above: their conceptual
distinction isrelative as “tallness’ depends on “shortness,” and, further,
their very ontol ogical existencedependsonrelativearising, asfire cannot
exist without fuel and fuel cannot exist without fire. The only reason for
Nagarjunato repeat the Buddha's doctrine, then, was to negate the mis-
conception of self-nature that had arisen since the Buddha'stime.

The shift in emphasis from mere elemental relativity to both onto-
logical and conceptual relativity isexemplified by theexegesisof theterm
pratitya-samutpada, dependent arising, by two Buddhist philosophers.
The Abhidharma notion of momentary elements required that the uni-
verse at each moment be quantitatively and qualitatively a new creation.
With thisunderstanding, a proponent of the Realist school, Srilabha, in-
terpreted the term with the following etymology:

“Pratityadenotesthe sense of momentary destructionand it quali-
fiestheterm samutpadaasaderivativeadjective.’ Prati + iti +yat, which
means ' fit to disappear in every succeeding moment.’ [sic] The suffix
yat connotes’ fithess, iti means ’perishing,’ ’destruction, ’ annihilation,
'cessation.” The  prefix prati isused, according to [the Abhidharmas], in
the senseof repetition. They mean by’ pratitya-samutpada, ’origina
tion by repetitive destruction.”*

The insight afforded by this exegesis is that the Abhidharma saw
dependent arising asjust theinterplay of relationsbetweenreal elements,
which elements enjoy ephemeral but real manifestation. Candrakirti, a
later commentator on Nagarjuna, disagrees with the interpretation of
those “who hold that the term meansthe arising of thingswhich vanish
in the moment. Thisis bad etymology,” he says A note may be added

here. 1t may not be clear why the Abhidharmatheory of elementsrequires

that an element be destroyed after its momentary “flash” of existence.
The reason is two-fold. First, they held that a cause must cease utterly

before its effect could manifest, or cause and effect would overlap. This

would allow there to be at least one moment in which an element isstill
being caused while its effect has already materialized. Two, a changein

Ramendranath Ghose, The Dialecticsof Nagarjuna(Allahabad, India: Vohra  Publishersand Distributors, 1987), 183,
quoted inibid., 34

2Prasannapadain Sprung, 34.
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timemust beachangeinidentity; if athinglasted two momentswiththe
same identity, then it would endure, and, by extension, could be eternal.
To counter this“bad etymology,” Candrakirti offers hisown:

“Theroot i meansmotion; thepreposition prati meansthearrival  or
attainment. But the addition of a preposition altersthe meaning of the
root... So, in this case, the word pratitya, as gerund, means’ attained’
in the sense of dependent or relative.  Again, the verbal root pad [to go]
preceded by the preposition  samut [out of ] meansto arise or to become
manifest. Thefull meaning of theterm pratitya-samutpadaistherefore
thearising, or becoming manifest of thingsin relation to or dependent

on causa conditions pratyayas).”?

The above two exegeses may not seem contradictory and, indeed,
the only obvious difference isthat Srilabha's etymology mentions both
arising and ceasing, while Candrakirti’sfocusesonly on arising. Theim-
portant differencesarethose between the underlying assumptions, which
assumptions can be gleaned from the quotes. The Abhidharmainterpre-
tation of dependent arising islittle more than the interaction of distinct
partstoform new wholes. The Madhyamikainterpretation, ashinted at by
Candrakirti,ismoreradical. It isnot just that composite thingswhich are
made up of momentary parts are arisen depending on the partsand have
new identities in each time- moment. More, the parts themselves have

| i ideof 1 ¥ : bl |
hecome manifest. The momentarinessof the Realist conception requires
that each element arise, endure for amoment, and then cease. Thisisnot
possible, says Nagarjuna's Madhyamika. “When the triad consisting of
arising.[enduring, and ceasing] arediscrete, they arenot adequatetofunc-
uon_as.chat:acleusucs.of_the_conch.tmnedﬁ These three characteristics
cannot bereal, explains Nagarjunain the following verses, for then each

one would itself have to partake of arising, enduring, and ceasing. That
IS, if “arising” isahypostatized process, then “arising” itself will haveto
arise, endure, and cease beforethe next hypostati zed process, “ enduring,”

can come to be manifest, and so forth. Nagarjuna will not accept this,
for the result isinfinite regress. On the other hand, these three processes
must be characteristicsof existent things. If not, it would be possiblefor
athingto arise but not endure or cease, for athing to endure but not arise
or cease, or for athing to cease but not arise or endure.

Thereisanother problem regarding thearising, enduring, or ceasing
of existent things. What isit that arises, the existent thing? No, for an
existent thing already exists, and cannot arise again. Does the non-exis-

IPrasannapada, 33
%karika V1.2
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tent thing arise? No, for, if non-existent, it isnot a “thing,” and thereis
no possible nominal subject of the verbal predicate. “Assuch,” Nagarju-
na concludes, “ neither the arising of an existent nor the arising of anon-
existent is proper.” Likewise the both existent and non-existent and the

neither existent nor non-existent areimproper. In the same way, mutatis
mutandis, Nagarjuna refusesto accept the enduring or the ceasing of ex-
istent or non-existent things. He has no choice but to conclude that de-
pendent arising has no function, no reality. “With the non- establishment
of arising, duration, and destruction, the conditioned doesnot exist. With

the non-establishment of the conditioned, how could there be the uncon-
ditioned?’ Dependent arising can havenorelation either to existenceor to

non-existence. Arising, duration, and cessation are“anillusion,adream.”
2

Following such a radical and comprehensive denial of dependent
arising and its three characteristics, arising, enduring and ceasing, it
would seem that Nagarjunahascompletely annihilated the Buddha scen-
tral doctrine. However, there isone verse which demonstratesthat thisis
not the proper explanation of Nagarjuna sagenda: “Whatever that comes
to be dependently, that is inherently peaceful. Therefore, that which is
presently arising aswell asarising itself are peaceful "3 The only way to
reconcile this cataphatic statement with Nagarjuna'srelentlessdenial of
dependent arising presented aboveisto question the subject of thedilem-
ma, namely conceptionsof existenceitself. What heisdenying, then, are

thevery notionsof existenceor non- existence* Reality must bedevoid of
conceptual dichotomies. Nagarjunamadethisclear in demonstrating that
fireand fuel or lust and the lustful one cannot be thought of asindepen-
dently real, and now declaresthat even existence and non-existence are
but illusory conceptionswith no empirical basis. “A thing that isexistent
or non-existent is not produced.” Further, if existence isunreal, then so
isnon-existence, for “ existence and non-existenceare, indeed, dependent

upon one another.”®

All that can be said to be red is the “inherently peaceful.” This
was, in fact, enunciated by Nagarjunain the opening dedicatory verses,
where dependent arising was linked with “the appeasement of obses
sionsand the auspicious.” Thisisin fact nothing lessthan nirvanaitself,
the“blown-out,” the appeasement of defiling dispositionsand graspings

karika V11.20
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through the appeasement of passionate desires. The conceptual reality
left when dispositionsand conceptionsare “blown out” corresponds ex-
actly with the Buddha's original message: thereisno soul in theindivid-
ual and no self-hood of the universe but those conceived in ignorance. If
oneisto ask “Of whom isthere old age and dying, and of what isthere
dependent arising,” both the Buddha and Nagarjuna would answer that

the question is wrongly formulated.! Nagarjuna's interpretation of de-
pendent arising, then, holdsthat all that can be said to have any reality is
the process, not the fluctuating elements comprising the process. \Wrong
views arise when one, through ignorance, believes there to be absolute
objects, absolute temporality, absolute spatiality. “ Those who posit the
substantiality of the self aswell asof discrete existents— these | do not
consider to be expertsin the meaning of the [Buddha's] message.”?

A key to understanding Nagarjuna's distinction between reifying
the elements versus seeing only the process is the two truths. From the
standpoint of conventional truth, arising, enduring, and ceasing are seen.
Where existents are observed, one has no choice but to say that they are
dependently-arisen through these three characteristics. It is only from
the standpoint of ultimate truth that dependent arising is peaceful. From
this standpoint, when the notions of permanent being and identity are
“blown out,” al that is perceived isthe flow of becoming. Thisflow is
inherently without static objects such as elements or the individual self.
Thisisfully compatiblewith and, indeed, explainsthe philosophical core
of Buddhism: impermanency and soullessness.

Warder, 119
%karika X.16



Chapter 8. Emptiness, the Ultimate
Cosmology

8.1. Pre-Madhyamika Use of the Concept

The Buddhaperceived that al thingsaretransitory, that nothing endures.
Thiswasthelogical basisfor hisdeclaration that nothing hasan essence,
that all isanatman. The Theravada tradition interpreted thisto mean that
no personshave a self beyond that constructed by thefive fluctuating ag-
gregates, but that the individual elements constituting existencedid have
an essence; thisiswhat madethe elementsindividual andirreducible.Ma-
hayana offered a broader definition of soullessnessand declared that, not
only are personsdevoid of aself, but that al of the elementscomprising
existence are also without essence. They are empty, sunya, of self-nature.

L Further, the utter smallness of the particles and the sheer distances be-
tween them showsmatter to belittlemorethan empty spaceand existence
ultimately nothing more than interactionsof abstract energy fields. That
the truest cosmological quality of thingsisemptiness, sunyata, came to

be regarded asthe central notion of Buddhism.?

The base formulation of emptiness comes from Nagarjuna, and it
IS the concept for which he is most famous, so much so that the Mad-
hyamika school was often referred to as the Sunyata-vada, the “ School
of Emptiness.” Notwithstanding, the concept was not original with him.
Theterm*“sunyata’ appearsafew placesinthePali Canon, but only afew.
Here it tendsto have the ssmple meaning of alack of something. In the
“Lesser Discourse on Emptiness,” the Buddha saysthat, in a hall where
there are monks gathered but in which there are no elephants or cows,
one can say that the hall is“empty” of elephants and cows. Likewise,
when a monk is meditating in a solitary forest, the forest is*“empty” of

1An analogy from the history of Western physics (Western) will clarify these two conflicting notions of emptiness.
Classical Newtonian physics saw everything as comprised of irreducible atoms with a determinable location and
momentum. Belief in the determinism made possible by such a reified existence led French mathematician Pierre de
Laplaceto declarethat, could hetheoretically know thelocation and momentum of every monad in the universe, he could
predict the exact future history of the entire cosmos. Quantum physicsrevol utionized thisview by describing the qualities
of the monadic elements of existence asbeing inherently unknowable.

2Kohn, 203
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villages and villagers. “When something does not exist there, the latter

[the place] isempty with regard to theformer,” the Buddha defines! This
meaning of alack isextended to also mean alack of disturbancesfor the
meditating mind. Emptiness is both an object for contemplation and a
method of quietism; one can “ practice emptiness’ both by meditating on
the emptiness of the self and by freeing oneself from disturbances.

The philosophical formulation of emptinessin the Theravada tra-
ditionisusually taken to be that expressed by the Abhidharmawritings.
TheReadlist school of the Abhidharmaheld that theelementsof existence
must not be empty, or else they would not be able to interact. It wasjust

compounded objects, liketheindividual, that are empty, in that they have
no enduring soul. The Perfection of Wisdom (Prajnaparamita) school
disagreed, pointing out that the elements, like the thingsthey compound,
must also be seen as empty. By applying emptiness to all things, this
school used the concept much more systematically and frequently and
expanded its meaning. The Abhidharma quest to define the true nature
of thingswasreplaced by a stresson non-dual, intuitive apprehensionsof
reality through wisdom, prajna. The highest achievement of wisdom, this
school held, wasthe realization that all things, not just compound ones,
are empty of an essence.

Taken far enough, the mystical Perfection of Wisdom insight into
emptiness produced a paradox. Not only are things empty, the school
declared, but emptinessisathing rupa = sunyata). This meaning of this
equation wasnot madeentirely clear until Nagarjunaoffered aninterpre-
tation of it. The equation isnot to be taken too literally, but it seemsjust
to expressthe notion that emptiness should not be seen merely asanega-
tion. Thiswas hinted at in the “Lesser Discourse on Emptiness,” where
the Buddha said that, “through abiding in emptiness, [1] am now abiding
in the fullness thereof.” Further, the text continued, it is comprehended
that, when a place isempty of something like cowsor avillage, thereis
“something [which] remainsthere that doesexist asareal existent.”> On
theonehand, early Buddhism saw emptinessasalack of being but, onthe
other, something remai nswhich cannot be negated. These statementswill
not make sense in Buddhist terms unless reconciled with the Buddha's
absolute rejection of an ultimate ground of reality. The meaning of the
paradox, according to the Perfection of Wisdom writings, isthat empti-
nessis both and neither being and non-being, both and neither negation
and affirmation. Emptinessisnot really athing any morethan athingis

really empty, for reality cannot be pinned down in concepts!

ICulasunnata-sutta, quoted in Nagao 1991, 52
2Culasunnata-sutta, quoted in Nagao 1991, 52 (italicsmine)
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8.1. Pre-Madhyamika Use of the Concept 121

This paradoxical, non-conceptual use of the notion of emptiness
isreflected in the fact that certain of the Perfection of Wisdom writings
used the notion without ever mentioning the term. The Diamond Sutra,
for exampl e, taught that the notion of emptinesswasto beused likeahard

diamond to “cut away all unnecessary conceptualization,”?including the
ideaof emptinessitself. Thediscourse accomplished thisby presenting a
seriesof paradoxesthat demonstrated emptinesswithout using theword.
For example, the Buddha is made to say:

“Asmany beingsasthereareintheuniverseof beings, ...al these
| must lead to nirvana, into that realm of nirvanawhich |eavesnothing
behind. And yet, although innumerable beings have thus been led to

nirvana, no being at al has been led to  nirvana”® (The similarity of
such paradoxeswith Zenteachingsmay benoted. TheVaracchedikais,
indeed, the locus classicusof Zen. Cf. “Silent Meditationand Ch'an,’
in Kalupahana 1992, 228- 236)

A paradox like thiswill only make sense if the elements of it are
not taken either as real or nonreal, but as, in terms of Perfect Wis
dom, “empty.”

Theactual useof theterm“emptiness’ (sunyata) waslikely avoided
in the Diamond Sutra because, even though the paradoxeswere half af -
firmative and half negatory, the potential for misunderstanding and see-
ing only the negative side of the equation was great. Equally dangerous
was the possibility of clinging to the notion of emptinessasyet another,
albeit apophatic, theory. Thesewere dangersthe Buddhawasquite aware
of. He said that, following his death, “the monkswill no longer wish to
hear and learn [my teachings], deep, deepin meaning, ...dealingwiththe
void (sunyata), but will only lend their ear to profane [teachings], made
by poets, poetical, adorned with beautiful words and syllables.”* What
was crucial, the Buddha taught, wasto use the teaching of emptinessas
aprovisional tool, away to cut through illusion and achieve insight. His
teachings were to be seen as a raft which gets one across a stream but
which, upon reaching the other side, should be discarded. The Perfection
of Wisdom school used the method of teaching with nonsensical para-
doxesto show thefinal nature of thingsasempty and then to prevent one
from grasping onto the concept of emptinessitself.

Nagarjunaadopted the Perfection of Wisdom teachingthat thehigh-

Harvey, 99
2Vajracchedika, quoted in Kohn, 57

SVajracchedika 3, Edward Conze, trans., in - Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, The Diamond Sutra (Poona, India: Ma Yoga
Laxmi Rajneesh Foundation, 1979), 3.

4Samyutta- nikaya, quoted in Santina, 7
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est form of intuitive wisdom isinsight into the emptiness of all things.
Hisinnovation wasto clarify thisinsight and apply it to all philosophical
conceptsin amore systematic way than had his predecessors. The result
of this was that the notion of emptiness, though not new to Buddhist
thought, suddenly became seen asarevolutionary concept. It iscommon
for mystical expression to speak negatively of the Absolute, noumenal
sphere; the mystical side of every religion in history has witnessed this
apophaticism in some degree. Nagarjuna's innovation was to apply the
via negativa to the phenomenal sphere, aswell, and thereby to deny the
essential reality of even relative dualities.

8.2. Emptinessasa Via Negativa, a Way of Negation

It may be helpful to precede a presentation of Nagarjuna’sphilosophy of
emptinesswith adiscussion of hisschool’s peculiar use of negation. As
a philosophy of emptiness, the functions of refutation and negation are
central to Madhyamika, and if the function of negation in the school is
not understood, radical misinterpretations are likely. Even as reputable
a scholar as Austin Waddell dismissed Madhyamika as “essentialy a
sophistic nihilism” which advocated the “ extinction of Life”! The Mad-
hyamika philosophy of emptinessis much more than just a method of
negation or a declaration of negativity. However, since thisis how both
the West and Nagarjuna's fellow Orientals have often viewed it, that
must be addressed first. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, who pertinaciously
misunderstood Nagarjuna as an absolutist,? Based on other, likely spu-
rious, writings attributed to Nagarjuna, one could perhaps make such a
claim. However, in the works which modern scholarship believesto be
authentically Nagarjuna's, thereisfound no justification for Radhakrish-
nan’sclaim. expressed well the standard rationalist opinion of negation:
“All negation depends on a hidden affirmation. Absolute negation isim-
possible. Total skepticism isafigment, since such skepticism impliesthe
validity of the skepti c'sjudgment.”® Classical Hindu thinkers, too, dis-
missed Nagarjuna's extreme use of the via negativa as self-condemned.

The negation of everything isinconceivablewithout implying a positive
ground thereby, they held, and so the ultimate truth cannot be negative;

nothing can be proved falseif nothing istaken astrue.! The act of nega-

L. Austin Waddell, Tibetan Buddhism (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1972), 11

2“The whole show of Nagarjuna'slogicisascreen for his heart, which believed in an absolute reality.” (Radhakrishnan
1929, 656)

%ibid., 662
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tion itself provesthe existence of the negator, one could say.

Shin-ichi Hisamatsu has delineated five general uses of negation
which are to be distinguished from Nagarjuna's. These are: 1) the nega-
tion of the existence of a particular, e.g. “there is no desk,” or “there
IS no such thing as self-nature;” 2) a negative predicate, e.g. “pleasure
Is not pain,” or “self-nature is not an existent;” 3) the abstract con-
cept of “nothingness,” as the opposite of being or of a general existent
“somethingness;” 4) a blank of consciousness which would be equal to
a state of dreamless sleep or, by conjecture, death, e.g. the Upanisadic
analogy that “when one isin deep sleep, composed, serene, dreamless
— that isthe Self;”2 a hypothetical negation whereby something which
is usually considered to exist is denied, e.g. “self-nature is an illusion

which doesnot really exist.”* It wasclaimed above (see Introduction) that
all religious philosophies save Madhyamika are, to some degree, Abso-
lutismswhich posit areally existing substratum in the cosmos. Thissub-
stantialismisreflected both in the dismissal of the Madhyamikanegative
method by many Western scholarsand classical Hindu thinkers, aswell as
in the above five uses of the concept of negation, for al directly assume
the quality of essential existenceor, by positing non-existence, indirectly
assume the quality of existence. All non-Madhyamika uses of negation,
in Murti’swords, affirm areal thing “existing in some form or in some
place other than what and where it was mistaken for.” For example, to

say “A isnot B” isusually tantamount to saying “A isC."4

In contrast with such substantialist-oriented uses of negationisNa-
garjuna’sconcept of emptiness, sunyata. Emptinessisthe description of
things as having no self- nature. Nagarjuna's emptiness was arrived at
through a use of dialectics such as those exemplified in the above five,
but its meaning was different. Emptinessis neither the denial of an ex-
isting thing or quality nor merely the negation of aconcept. Itisacall to
shift one’sperceptionsto reconceivethe nature of reality. Thefifth option
given above, negation as the cancellation of anillusion, isthe closest to
Nagarjuna's use, save one difference. The cancellation of anillusionis
usually taken to mean that oneispiercing phenomenal reality to perceive
trueontological reality. An oft- repeated anal ogy isthat of apersonwalk-
ing on a path at twilight who is startled to see a snake lying curled up
in the middle of the path; on closer examination, the snake is seen to be

IHiriyanna, 221

2Chandogya Upanisad, quoted in Ainslee T. Embree, ed., Sourcesof Indian Tradition, volume one (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1988), 355)

Sadapted from Shin-ichi Hisamatsu, “ The Characteristics of Oriental Nothingness,” in Streng, 162
4Murti 1960, 154
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nothing morethan an abandoned piece of rope. Theillusionthat hasbeen
dispelled was never real. The snake never existed, and so the negation of
it amountsto nothing morethan a clearer perception of what alwayswas.
For Nagarjuna sMadhyamika, in contrast, the snake, or self-nature, isnot
suchasimpleillusion. Thingsdo exist, evenif only asdependently-arisen
phenomena. That they have self- natureisnot somuch anillusionasitis
theresult of amisguided or improperly-trained faculty of conceptualiza-
tion. Oneholdstoatheory of self-naturenot because of primal ignorance,
like Advaita Vedanta savidya, nor because of aclouded perception, like
that of the rope, but because one cognizesfalsely. “When the sphere of
thought has ceased, that which isto be designated also has ceased,” says

Nagarjuna,* and when one ceasesto adhere to ametaphysical theory like
self-nature, it disappears. Emptinessis not so much the means to dispel
anillusion asit isthe correction of an error.

Nagarjuna's method of negation is by means of a logical use of
the concept of emptiness. Thisis hinted at by the first appearance of
the term in the karika which isin section four. Nagarjuna has just spent
the first seven verses of this section discussing the relation of the five
psychophysical aggregates to their causes, concluding that cause and
effect are neither identical nor different and that there is no self- nature
in any of the aggregates. He concludesthe examination by saying that:

“when an analysisismade in terms of emptiness, whosoever were

to addressarefutation, all that isleft unrefuted by himwill  be equal to
what isyet to be proved.

“When an explanation in terms of emptinessis given, whosoever
were to address a censure, all that is left uncensured by him  will be

equal to what isyet to be proved.”?

(Thecrypticnessof theseversesisnot thefault of thetranslation, for
other trandationsare equally or moreunclear.) What Nagarjunaseemsto
be saying here isthat the concept of emptiness, when used as a method
of negation, is exhaustive. When an analysisis made in terms of emptl-
ness, all bases have been covered and no loopholesremain. Nagarjuna's
negation of self-nature isthorough, and the burden of proof for further
analysislieswith the opponent. When an explanation in terms of empti-
nessis given, thereisno room for criticism by the opponent. The Mad-
hyamikadescription of all thingsasempty isalso exhaustive, and anyone
offering a positive counter theory must provide an equally-exhaustive
metaphysic.

karikaXV1I11.7
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Thisfar-ranging value of the concept of emptinessisexpressed suc-
cinctly in alater section. “Everything is pertinent for whom emptiness
(sunyata) isproper,” Nagarjuna says. Conversely, “everything isnot per-
tinent for whom the empty (sunyam) is not proper.”* This verse can be
explained in terms of the two truths. Conventional truth deals with, not
theories, but with the interaction of individual existents. These things,
by virtue of having arisen dependently, are “the empty.” In conventional
truth, emptinessis used as an adjective to describe the arisen existents,
“the empty.” Only if these things are seen as* empty” can everything be
“pertinent,” that is, can one formulate coherent and valid thoughts about
reality.? Ultimate truth relatesmore to abstractionsthat go beyond every-
day particulars. From this broader vantage point, the fact that all arisen
thingsaswell asthe process of ar|S| ng are empty is encompassed by the
abstract theory of “emptiness.” This theory is comprehensive, encom-
passing any and all other conceptsby virtue of showing how any descrip-
tion of reality must ultimately itself be negated and thus be empty. Only
if one includesthe notion of “emptiness’ in one'sworldview can one’s
theory be “pertinent.” As a method of negation, then, emptinessis, like
thediamond, anincisiveand effectivetool. It doesnot merely refutefalse
concepts, but it refutes them so comprehensively that the ball isin the
opponent’s court, so to speak. “All that isleft unrefuted by him will be
egual to what isyet to be proved.”

Another aspect of using emptiness as a method of logical refuta-
tion isthat, as a somewhat mystical concept based on intuitive wisdom
(prajna), it doesnot merely negate. Emptinessal so affirms. Substantialist
methods of negation implicitly assert the opposite of what isnegated, as
in the above example where saying “A isnot B” means“A isC.” Mad-
hyamika negation, to continue this example, would say that “A isnot B,
nor isA not not B.” It istrue that the Buddha |eads innumerable beings
to nirvana, but it isalso true that no being at all has been led to nirvana.
Such paradoxes are not meant to imply that ultimate reality transcends
conceptual thinking, such that therelation of A to B cannot be conceived.
Rather, since A and B are both empty of self-nature, and since both the
beingsled to nirvana and nirvana itself are empty of self- nature, equa-
tions are neither valid nor invalid. A cannot be B nor not B, for thereis
no essence of A which can either beidentical with or different from the

Ikarika XX1V.14

2Theremay be confusion about thisverse dueto the fact that the primary tranglation of the M ulamadhyamakakarikaprior
to Kalupahana's, i.e. Streng’s, containsan error here. The third and fourth padas of thisverse are translated by Streng as
“If emptinessdoes not *work,’ then all existence does not "work”’ (italicsin original). The error isthe term “ emptiness’
instead of “the empty” here. That the original word is“the empty” isproven by thefact that only “ sunyam” fitsthe meter.
Theterm” sunyata’ would make thisline seventeen, not sixteen, beatslong.
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essence of B.

That the negatory aspect of emptinessis usually emphasized does
not mean that emptinessis negative; rather, since Nagarjunafelt thereto
be more affirmative ontol ogiesin need of refutation than annihilationist
ones, he responded with negation more often than affirmation. However,
both the Buddha and Nagarjuna make it quite clear that one should
not stress negativity any more than one should affirm positivism. As
Edward Conze putsit, “ The Buddhist sage... should never really commit
himself to either 'yes or 'no’ on anything.” Since the Buddhist path is
amiddle one which renounces all extremes, if the sage “once says’yes,
he must also say 'no.” And when he says’'no, he must also say 'yes.”"?
Emptinessis a middle view which, by denying essences and identities,
stands between the extremes of being and non-being, between negation
and affirmation. Since negationisno morereal than affirmation, even the
concept of emptiness must in the end be denied reality. After emptiness
has shown the falsity of wrong viewslike self-nature, itsjob isdone, and

negation itself must be negated ?

8.3. EmptinessisPerceived, not | nvented

Emptinessisnot atheory which Nagarjunainvented, nor even onewhich
he clarified — it isnot atheory as such. Emptinessisjust the description
of the way things are, i.e. impermanent and without essences or self-
natures. It is only the opposites of emptinessthat are concepts. That is,
metaphysical theorieslike self-nature, permanency, the soul, or God are
conceptsthat require definition and defending by those who hold them.
Emptiness requires no defending. When obscurities are cleared away,
one sees, through intuitive wisdom, the nature of things as they always
have been. This nature, before the addition of defiling concepts, is, the
Buddha described, like the clean water of a clear pool, “self-luminous
through and through.”® The Diamond Sutraexpressed this by having the
Buddha say that nothing has ever been taught by him. “If aman should
say that the Law [Dharma] has been taught by the Tathatagata, he would
say what isnot true.”* Nagarjuna echoed thisin saying that “the Buddha
did not teach... some thing to some one at some place.”* What the Bud-

Conze 1975, 132

2Asif to answer this very question and tie it in with theory of two truths, Neils Bohr said “ There are trivial truths and
there are great truths. The opposite of atrivial truthisplainly false. The opposite of agreat truthisalsotrue”” (quotedin
Malaclypse the Younger, p. 9)

3(source not noted) quoted in Conze 1975, 162
4Vajracchedika, quoted in Zimmer, 522
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8.3. Emptinessis Perceived, not Invented 127

dha and Nagarjuna did was to show that concepts are false and distort
the true nature of reality. They did not offer thoughts of their own to re-
place false ones, but taught that all ideas, including even the philosophy
of Buddhism, must be appeased, or not grasped on to. When notionslike
self-nature, the soul, or permanency are “blown out” (nirvana), the true
nature of reality, emptiness, is seen.

The Visuddhimagga, the most important post-canonical work of the

Older School ? delineated seven stages of purification and the develop-
ment of insight. Each stageisone of greater perception of the soulless
ness of reality culminating in, in the seventh and final stage, perception
of the“signless,” the“wishless,” and “emptiness,”® which arethree qual-
itative descriptionsof the unconditioned nature of reality. Thisinsight is
the Perfect Wisdom of pre-Madhyamika Buddhism, which insight Na-
garjunafound to be the supreme expression of Buddhist knowledge. The
heart of thisPerfect Wisdom isnothing morethan a perception of empiti-
ness. Both the Perfection of Wisdom school and Nagarjuna agree that
a proper understanding of the Buddha's philosophy as reported by the
original discoursesinevitably leadsto seeing all thingsasempty. Thiswas
in contrast to the Abhidharma attitude that a study of the scripturescan
allow one to formulate a neat set of conceptsto define and describe the
nature of reality. It must be admitted, though, that Nagarjuna sidea that
emptinessisseen, not invented, isonly implicit in the karika, for he nev-
er expressly describesthe nature or the importance of thisinsight. What
he does make clear isthat emptinessisempirically evident. That empti-
nessis perceptible is only a manner of speaking, for it isexplained that
emptinessisnot a“thing” which can be defined and perceived. Rather, it
isalack, as, for example, one can speak of the concept of darknesseven
though it is nothing more than alack of light. The term Nagarjuna uses
most frequently is pasyati, “perceives.”* What is perceived is the non-
existence of self-natureinthings, and an awarenessof thisnon-existence
isreferred to asthe perception of emptiness.

One may ask, if the original nature of all things is unconditioned
emptiness, then why wasit ever hidden in the first place? On one level,
this question can be answered by pointing to the first link of the chain
of dependent arising, ignorance. On the basisof ignorance, conceptsand
consciousness arise. Concepts by their very nature and function create
artificial divisionsin the otherwise undivided, seamlessreality, and thus

Ikarika XV.24
2Kohn, 245

SHarvey, 256
4K alupahana 1986, 82
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128 Chapter 8. Emptiness, the Ultimate Cosmol ogy

obscureitstrue nature. Existence and essence, though seemingly ultimate
concepts, are nonethel essthemselves artificial divisionswhich thusdis
tort the “self-luminous pool of clear water.” The Madhyamika stresson
empti nessisone way to demonstrate the unreality and fal seness of con-

cepts* On another level, the question cannot be answered. If one further
inquires, “ and what created ignorance?’ the Buddhist can only point out
that, in the twelve-link circular chain of dependent arising, ignoranceis
causal ly conditioned by previouskarmaand death. M ore cogent, though,
one should not even ask such a question; sinceignoranceisa“lack” and
not a “thing,” it is not proper to ask how it was created. Beyond these
replies, further speculation isnot fruitful.

Some schoolsof Buddhism, especially Zen, would offer the above
explanation and then stop. The mind cannot possess anything, a modern
Zen teacher says, and if one continuesquestioning, the teacher has noth-

ing to say but “in Japan in the spring we eat cucumbers.”? Nagarjuna's
philosophy supportsthe same conclusions, but arrivesat them by aquite
different way. One way to counteract the conceptual izing tendency isby
offering alternative concepts. Notionsof self-nature and the soul are root
causes of suffering. As a means of “fighting fire with fire,” Nagarjuna
offers a systematic philosophy of emptiness as a conceptual antidote to
these notions.

8.4. Dependent Arising + No Self-Nature = Emptiness

ThePerfection of Wisdom school taught that emptinessisafact of reality
that isindirectly perceived by virtue of non-empty things not being per-
ceived. Nagarjuna sinnovation wasto expand the meaning of emptiness
by applying the notion to the conceptual sphereaswell astheexperiential
one. That is, whereasearlier Buddhism saw all compositethingsasempty
of soul, Nagarjuna declared them to be empty of existence, aswell.

The crux of the Madhyamika philosophy of emptinessisa reinter-
pretation of dependent arising by a distinction between conventional
and ultimate truths. The Theravada definition of dependent arising was
theinterdependency of irreducible atomswhich, through mutual contin-
gency, create aworld of phenomenal things. Things are empty of self-

nature in that they are not self- subsisting, but were brought into being
only through the action of dependent arising. Nagarjuna said that, from
the point of view of conventional truth, thistheory isapplicable. Perfect

williams, 62
2Shunryu Suzuki, 138
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wisdom, though, allowsonetheinsight that even the causal processitsel f
isempty, for thereisno self-nature to be found anywhere, in any thing. A
greater understanding of dependent arising showsthingsto be morethan
just causally interdependent; they are interdependent for their very defi-
nition and essential self-nature, too. “1n the absence of self-nature, there
isno other-nature,” Nagarjuna declares numeroustimes, the meaning of
whichisthat, without dependency, things cannot even have anindividual

identity and essence? There are thus no things, but only the process by
which things came to be, and this process, too, is empty. The main rea-
son for declaring thingsto be without essence isempirical, as explained
above. Self-nature simply is not observed. More than this, though, logic
leads to the same conclusion. If the identity of dependent arising with
emptiness were just an expression of mystic intuition, the function of
Madhyamika as a philosophy would be precluded. Thelogical argument
that leads to the theory of emptinessisthis: The nature of redlity isde-
pendently arisen; that is attested to by the Buddha, by observation, and
by logic. “A thing that isnot dependently arisenisnot evident,” Nagarju-
nadeclares If thingsare dependently arisen, then they are phenomenal,
not real, entities. Self-nature must, by definition, be a really-existent and
permanent essence. A permanent essence never changesnor acts, so self-
nature will never interact, hence thingsthat interact or are the product of
interaction have no essence. “A non-empty effect will not arise; a non-

empty effect will not cease.”* Dependently arisen thingshave no self-na-
ture. Both their arising and their very essential definition aretheresult of
causal interdependence. They arethusempty of existence, of self-nature,
and of any other type of hypothetical essence. “A thingthat isnon-empty

isindeed not evident,” he concludes,” but he doesnot stop there. If things
areempty of essence, then thewhole processof dependent arisingisalso
called into question. If things are empty, then what even isthe point of
saying that they arise and cease? “If something isempty, it followsthat
it isnon-ceased and non- arisen.”® Thereisno “it” which can partake of
arisingor ceasing. Both arisenthingsand theprocessof dependent arising
itself are but “an illusion, adream, a[mythical city].”’

karikal.3, X V.3, XX11.2, XXI1.4, XX11.9

Thisideathat thingsarerelativefor, not just their arising, but their very identity hasled someinterpretersof Madhyamika
to trandlate sunyata as, not “emptiness,” but “relativity” or “non-exclusiveness.” (Cf. Stcherbatsky, 242, and Ramana,
42, respectively)

Skarika XXIV.19

‘karikaXX.17

Skarika XXIV.19

Skarika X X.18

'karikaV11.34
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Thisrelentless negation isthe revolutionary aspect of Nagarjuna's
Madhyamika. Heisnot content just to refutethe self-nature of composite
things, nor even of theindividual elementscomprising things, but goesso
far astorefutethereality of the entire processof interaction itself. With
the negation of any kind of self-nature, anywhere, all sense of real and
unreal, of cause and effect, of identity and difference islost. The only
way left to speak of thingsisintermsof emptiness. Thebold consistency
with which this via negativa “ has been carried through every phase of
thought and feeling, to the very limit,” says Heinrich Zimmer, “keeps
a wonderful, really sublime wind of detachment blowing through” the
entire philosophy!

However, this negative method must not overshadow positive af -
firmation, or the Madhyamikawould surrender to itsopponent’saccusa-
tionsthat the philosophy of emptinessismerenihilism? Instead of saying
simply that dependent arising isempty or that only empty things depen-
dently arise, Madhyamika declaresthat the formula dependent arising =
emptinessisan affirmative equation. The Perfection of Wisdom formula
that matter is emptiness and emptiness is matter rupa = sunyata) had a
similar purpose, but its meaning was slightly different. There, the equa-
tion was made to demonstrate the paradoxical non-dual nature of intu-
itive wisdom. For Nagarjuna, the formula dependent arising = emptiness
was meant to be taken literally. One must not lean to either side of the
eguation; over-emphasi zing dependent arising or being would lead to a
sort of positivism, and too much stress on emptiness or non-being could
engender nihilism Thisequation must be carefully explained. If the dec-
laration that dependent arisingisidentical with emptinessor that beingis
identical with non-being isnot properly understood, then it would seem

to be, in Nagao’swords, “the raving of a madman.”®

If thingswerenot empty, thenthey couldinnoway arise, dependent-
ly or otherwise. Conversely, if thingsarise, they could in no way have a
self- nature. Both being and non-being arereal in one sense; thereisbeing,
for things do arise, even if but phenomenally. That the chain of arising
has, not one, or two, but twelvelinksof existential causality demonstrates
the at-least-partial reality of being. However, asthese things are not ab-
solutely real but have not alwaysexisted and will one day cease to exist,

1Zimmer, 521

2Much of the misunderstanding of Nagarjuna’s philosophy as nihilism especialy by Westerners, could have been
avoided if the etymology of sunya had been kept in mind. The word likely comes from a root which means “to swell,”
the interpretation of which is probably that something which appears swollen is hollow, empty, on the inside. Sunyata
would then be not a mere nothingness, but a certain potentiality, an internal opennesswithin apparently full entities. Cf.
Conze 1975, 130f.

3Nagao 1989, 9
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they are non-being. Thisidea of non-being is not a nothingness, for it
doesnot deny that thingsdo, in some way, exist. Rather, non-being isthe
denial of an essential self-natureinthings. From another angle, beingand
non-being are unreal concepts which can only exist dependently. They
are thus empty, devoid of any independent definition! Thisequal status
of each half of the dependent arising/ emptinessequationisreflected in
the status of the two truths. Ultimate truth is no more real than conven-
tional truth, but isjust adifferent way of looking at the same thing. They
are each truth, even though their verdicts conflict, and neither level of
truth could exist al one. Without relying upon conventional truth, ultimate

truthisnot taught, Nagarjunasaid,? and without the existence of ahigher
truth, there could be no such thing as Perfect Wisdom and knowledge of
emptiness. Conventional truth isthat thingsarise, endure, and cease, and
are thusreal. Ultimate truth is that, as transitory phenomena, things are
empty of self-nature, and are thus unreal. Each one of these statements

istrue, and neither should be asserted to the exclusion of the other, else
either positivism or nihilism would result.

A final reason that the formula dependent arising = emptiness must
be clearly understood is that it may seem, prima facie, to evidence a
contradiction in Madhyamika philosophy. The relation between things
hasbeen demonstrated to be neither one of identity nor one of difference.
A isnot B, nor isA not not B. Yet, Nagarjunahere appearsto be declaring
anidentity relation. Theresolution of thisdiscrepancy isthat theequation
isnot one of simpleidentity. Neither dependent arising nor emptinesshas
anature which can relate to something el se; neither hasany form of real
existence. Thus, their relation, aswell astheir own nature, is empty and
indefinable. They are equal only in the fact that neither has self- nature.
Theformulaisa practical guide, not a dictum of logic.

Though dependent arising and emptiness, cataphaticism and
apophaticism, are said to be equally valid and important, Nagarjuna un-
derstood that there is still atendency for spiritually insecure, unenlight-
ened individualsto reify emptiness and become distressed thereby. In a
further attempt to prevent this, he offered yet another reason why depen-
dent arising must be seen as empty. An opponent, misunderstanding the
meaning and use of emptiness, may object that the concept undercutsthe
entireBuddhist philosophy and path. If all isempty, the opponent objects,
there existsno dependent arising, and thefour Noble Truths, theteaching

Thusisthe foundation and explanation of the wonderful outlook of Zen, which managesto teach the utter purposeless:
ness and futility of al thingsand yet at the same time to find in that meaninglessnessof life the very motivation for joy,
humor, love, and compassion. Cf., for example, Alan Watts, “ The Secret of Zen,” in The Spirit of Zen (New York: Grove
Press, Inc., 1960), 46-64

Zkarika XX1V.10
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132 Chapter 8. Emptiness, the Ultimate Cosmol ogy

of the Buddha, the community of monks, and the Buddha himself arein-
validated. “ Speaking in this manner about emptiness, you contradict the
three jewels[Buddha, hisLaw, and hiscommunity], aswell asthereality
of the fruits, both good and bad, and all worldy conventions,” charges

the opponent.! On the contrary, responds Nagarjuna, it isthe opponent’s
theory of self- nature that contradictsall of these things. It isthe philos
ophy of emptinessthat makes possible causality, the Buddha s teaching
and the Buddhist path, al changeand growth, and nirvanaitself.Itisonly
the fact that things do not have an immutable essence and identity that
makes them able to change, interact, and condition new events. Further,
it isonly thefact that the defilementsand suffering are empty of self-na-
turethat makesthem susceptibleto eradication. If therewere self- nature
in things, then defilements would be eternal and suffering inescapable.
Emptinessisthus not only the description of dependently arisen things
nor only the nature of the process of dependent arising itself. Rather,
emptinessisthe very thing which makesdependent arising and hencethe
entire phenomenal world possible. Thus, whatever one’sattitudetowards
the world, emptinessis a positive theory. If one dislikesthe world, it is
emptinesswhich makesit possibleto change theworld or escapefromit.
If onelikestheworld,itisemptinesswhichallowed it tocomeinto being.

L ater Mahayana phil osophy used emptinessasa springboard for itsvery
positive doctrinesof L oveand Compassion, declaring that, only after the
world is negated and selflessnessis seen, can one truly empathlze with

the plight of one’sfellow humans and desire earnestly to help them.?

8.5. Emptinessisa Theory of No-Theory

One of the more disturbing resultsof the doctrine of emptinessisthat it
would seem to deny the possibility of enlightenment. It isrelatively easy
to accept the position that al existent, mundane, and hence unpleasant
things are empty, for one can still hope for a pleasant enlightenment or,
in certaintypesof Buddhism, afterlife. 1f, asNagarjunaclaims, all things,
both worldly aswell astranscendent, are empty, then how can oneretain
hope and aspire to the ultimate goal of freedom, nirvana? In response
to one who expresses such concerns, Nagarjuna says that “you do not
comprehend the purpose of emptiness. As such, you are tormented by
emptiness and the meaning of emptiness.”®

There are two significances implied by this statement of Nagar-

Ikarika X X1V.6
2Nagao 1991, 49. Cf. also 33-34

Skarika XXIV.7
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8.5. Emptinessisa Theory of No-Theory 133

juna. One, there is a meaning of emptiness besides the obvious one of
lack of self- nature. Two, the concept has a pragmaticvalue aswell asa
logical one. The former, the fact that emptiness has a greater meaning,
was already discussed. This meaning is that, besides referring merely
to the lack of essential reality in things, emptiness al so betokens the po-
tential of thingsto interact and change, to arise and cease. Redlity isnot
“nothingness,” but an indefinable mix of being and nonbeing and both

and neither! The latter, the pragmatic value of emptiness, isthat it pre-
scribes a method by which unpleasantries can be appeased. Suffering is
caused by dispositions, desires, expectations, and graspings, all of which
in turn are caused by an. imoroper. understanding. of the world,.and the
way. things are. If one comprehends emptiness, one ceases to cling to
desires, for the things one would desire are shown to be empty and thus
not desirabl e; onewould ceaseto grasp and cling, for the pleasant things
which onewould want to hold on to are seen asunreal ; onewoul d ceaseto
form falsetheoriesand conceptsabout reality, for thetheory of emptiness
precludes the tendency to theorize; one would not entertain false hopes
for a concrete afterlife and a real Savior-figure, for the Buddha and his
teachings are both seen as provisional; and, finally, one would have an
incentive to appease suffering, for, being empty, suffering is susceptible
to change and, hence, can be vanquished.

The pragmatic function of emptinessis intimately tied to its non-
theoretical nature. Part of the nature of nirvanaisthe appeasement of the
tendency totheorizeexcessively and grasp onto theories. It isthuscrucial
to make as clear as possible, before examining nirvana, the anti-theoret-
ical character of emptiness. From the standpoint of conventional truth,
emptinessisthe declaration that dependently arisen thingshavenoi nde-
pendent identity. They are “the empty.” From the standpoint of ultimate
truth, emptinessisthedescription of all things, events, processes, and life-
formsas having no real existence. All is“emptiness.” Both “the empty”
and “emptiness’ are descriptions, not attributes. A thing or event does
not partake of emptiness, but rather, since it assuredly does not partake
of self-nature, it isdescribed asempty. "’ Empty,” ' non-empty, ' both, or
'neither’ — these should not be declared,” Nagarjunaexplains. They “are
expressed only for the purpose of communication.”? Thetrueredlity, the
“suchness’ (tathata) of the cosmos, must be seamless. Conceptualizing
it imposes artificial divisions and distinctions on that which is undivid-
ed. Notions like existence or nonexistence, self-nature or other- nature,

1The reader’s patience is requested in this improper and perhaps miseading continua use of the term “redlity” No
alternatives were found.

Zkarika X X11.11
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134 Chapter 8. Emptiness, the Ultimate Cosmol ogy

emptiness or fullness, are wholly improper. There are times, however,
when onewould wish to refer to this“ suchness.” No manner of speaking
or means of cognizing is proper, but, in light of the inveterate tendency
of humansto seek and grasp onto supposed positive notions like “soul”
and “existence,” the most proper designation isa negative one.

Nagarjuna therefore uses such a notion as a means of communica-
tiononly. Thisisreferred to, inthe Buddhist tradition, as* skillful means’
(upaya), the ability of ateacher totailor hisor her speech and philosoph-

ical system to the ears and understanding of his or her audience.! The
teacher communicates thoughts and formulates theories only insofar as
they would be helpful to the student. Thiswas Nagarjuna'sintent in ex-
pounding the idea of emptiness; it isa useful way of speaking, for itis
lessmisleading than ideaslike“ God” or “permanency,” but it still hasno
ultimate applicability.

Nagarjuna's use of emptiness as a “skillful means’ has a specific
function and purpose. One of thechief causesof bondageis, not somuch
the faculty of conceptualization, but rather the propensity to grasp onto
the productsof that faculty. Therational nature, likethe dispositionsNa-
garjunadiscussedin section seven of thekarika, hasavalue. Conceptsare
an important and necessary tool to be used in ordering one’sworld and
acting within it. The problem isthat rational creatures, be they humans
or Gods, tend to ascribe excessive validity to these concepts. Thisisdone
for two reasons. Oneisignorance: the rational creature doesnot know or
ignoresthe fact that hisor her mental nature isonly atool and haslim-
ited applicability. The other, and perhaps foundational, reason that sen-
tient creatures cling to the mental processesisdesire. Desiring pleasure,
the mind reifiesthe apparently pleasurable thingsin the hope of thereby
possessing them and preventing them from ceasing. Fearing death, the
individual reifiestheapparent existenceof lifeitself andthereby actswith
excessive and unjustified selfishness? The Buddha taught that these two
tendencies, desireand thefaithintheresultsof mentation, are, indirectly,
the cause of bondage. “Desire, know | thy root,” he isreported to have
said. “From conception thou springest; No more shall | indulge in con-
ception; | will have no desire any more.”3

There are, as explained, two significances of the notion of empti-
ness. One is simply that, when one is enlightened, one sees things as

Williams, 143
2The Buddha did uphold the importance of self-preservation, not because the self isreal, but only out of compassion —
compassion for oneself aswell as compassion for others. Self-preservation must be tempered by “ other-preservation.”

3quoted in Candrakirti’s Prasannapada, quoted in Murti 1960, 223 (samkal pa translated as “conception.” Cf. Monier-
Williams, 1126)
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8.5. Emptinessisa Theory of No-Theory 135

empty. It isnot a concept, but an observation. The other significance is
the pragmaticone. As a “skillful means,” emptinessis an antidote to an
excessive emphasis on mentation. Having demonstrated that all things
are empty, Nagarjunaexplainsthat it ispointlessto hypostatize anything.
“When all things are empty, why [speculate on] the finite, the infinite,
both...,and neither...?Why [specul ateon] theidentical, thedifferent, the

eternal, the non-eternal, both, or neither?’! Emptiness, as a concept, acts
as an antidote to thismisuse of the rational faculty in two ways. One, if
all things are empty, then no speculation isworthwhile. Excessive belief
in conceptsis misguided and, ultimately, debilitating, for it distractsone
from the proper path, which istranquillity and appeasement of desires.
. Theother useof theconcept of emptinessisapositiveone. The neophyte
who has not devel oped the Perfect Wisdom which allows him or her to
see all things as empty may need to use concepts as a temporary guide.
The mind, by itsvery nature, needsto think. The trained mind can dwell
in peaceful wisdom (prajna), but the untrained one needs a system to di-
rect itsthoughtsproperly. Thetheory of emptinesscan act asan object for
contemplation, an abstraction on which meditation can befocused. Once
the mind in training achieves perfect wisdom, then even the notion of
emptinessitself must be abandoned. In this context, the notion has prag-
matic value only; it islike, in Streng’swords, “a phantom destroying an-
other phantom.”? Once the phantom of real existence has been appeased,
then the phantom of empty existence must also be released.

That Nagarjuna's philosophy isamiddle path must be kept in mind
to understand properly the function of emptiness as a concept. Mad-
hyamika is, obviously, not a philosophy that declares there to be a real
structure in the universe which can be defined in rational formulas, so
emptinessis clearly not a positive theory. Neither is Madhyamika a ni-
hilism, so Nagarjunaisnot advocating the destruction of conceptsor the
stifling of ratiocination. The middle path rather advocates the appease-
ment of conceptualization. Thoughts have a certain function — they are
useful and necessary in relation to the mundane world — but they must
not be applied to ultimate truth; they must be appeased. The point of the
idea of emptiness, Nagarjuna says, is “the relinquishing of all views.”3
This pragmatic function of emptinessfor Nagarjunaisindicated by the
fact that he did not devote a section of hiskarikatoit; if emptinesswere
adescription of Ultimate Redlity, or if it were an absolute concept, then
he certainly would have explained it more fully. What he does devote a

Ikarika XX V.22-23
2Streng, 92

Skarika X111.8
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136 Chapter 8. Emptiness, the Ultimate Cosmol ogy

sectionto (section X X1V, “On Truth”) isan explanation that emptinessis,
not a nihilism or an Ultimate Redlity, but only the principle of relativity
and the best description of conditioned things?

Nagarjuna s philosophy of emptiness, no matter how clear and pre-
cise, still could never prevent all misunderstanding. C. W. Huntington
points out the dangers of misconceiving it with the following example:
Buddhist teachersoften remind their studentsthat while mistaken beliefs
concerning the mundane are rel atively easy to correct, likedousing afire
with water, if onereifiesthe notion of emptiness, thenitisasif thewater
intended to extinguish the blaze hasitself caught fire? To reify the con-
cept of emptinessisa blatant error, for it isan ideawhose function isto
prevent reification of concepts. “ Thosewho are possessed of theview of

emptiness[asatheory] are said to beincorrigible” Nagarjunawrote: To
hypostatize emptinesswould be both ridiculousand an insult to the Bud-
dha sdoctrine. It would be ridicul ous because emptinessisnot athought
but the absence of thoughts, not a theory but a criticism of theorizing.
Candrakirti demonstrates the absurdity of reifying emptiness by saying
that it would be like one person saying to another “| have no waresto sell
you,” and the other person responding “give me what you call those ' no

wares.”'* Since emptinessisnot athing, it cannot be thought of in posi-

tiveterms. It isnothing morethan alack of theories, not atheory itself >,
Nagarjunawrites:.®If | wereto advance any proposition whatsoever, from
that | wouldincur error. Onthe contrary, | advanceno proposition. There-
fore, | incur no error.” (pratijnatrandated as “proposition.” Cf. Monier-
Williams 664)

8.6. EmptinessisFreedom |tself

The relationship between the anti-theoretical function of emptinessand
freedom, nirvana, is quite close. Thoughts are useful, but the results of
these thoughts, namely concepts, are not ultimately real. Similarly, de-
sires and dispositions have a specific function, for they assist the indi-
vidual in acting in and interacting with hisor her world, but if too much
emphasisisplaced on any of these, i.e.thoughts, desires, or dispositions,
then one will hold a false view of the world. Thiswill lead to desiring

rung, in translating the Prasannapada, wrote that the term sunyata should be read as “the absence of both being an
15 i slating the Pr ad hat th should be read as“the ab f both bei d
non-being in things.” Sprung, 13 (italics mine)

2Huntington, 22

Skarika X111.8

4Prasannapada, in Sprung, 150

5In the Vigrahavyavartani, verse 29
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and grasping onto thingswhich do not exist, which, finally, will bind one
to the phenomenal cycle of birth-and-death. Enlightenment is achieved
when the true nature of things as transitory and as having no real self-
nature is seen, understood, and accepted. Nirvana is nothing more than
the “blowing out” of falsethoughtsand their concomitant desires.

Thismay seem to be a surprisingly simplistic account of theway to
achieve enlightenment. Nagarjunawould say that, yes, it may seem sim-
plistic. Anditis. Thereisno transcendent realm that must be discovered,
no ultimateknowledgethat must be obtai ned, no psychicor spiritual pow-
ersthat must be won. To become free, one need do no more than release,
or appease, thethingsonto which oneisgrasping and seereality asit truly
IS, asit always has been. Nagarjuna discussed four stagesin explaining
the cause of bondage and the way to release:

1) “Thosewho are of littleintelligence, who perceive the existence
aswell asthe non-existence of [things], do not perceivethe appeasement
of the object, the auspicious.”* Nagarjuna has here referred to appeasing
“things’ becausethisquoteisthe conclusion to sectionfive, theexamina
tion of the material elements. The formulaisidentical, though, with the
appeasement of dispositions and thoughts, of things as well as sentient
creatures. Aslong as one obstinately clingsto thoughts of existence and
non- existence, onewill never seetheway thingstruly are, which doesnot
fall into either category. Until one sees things and individuals as empty,
one can never release the binding forces.

2) “From the appeasement of the modes of self and self-hood, one
abstainsfrom creating the notions of *mine’ and’I’.”’? One of the words
for egoisahamkara, which means, literally, “1-making.” (Theword “ego”
in Greek meansnothing morethan “1.”) Self-hood isnot areally-existing
thing, for the nature of reality does not allow for permanency and indi-
viduality. Anindividual is“individual:” it isthe monad which cannot be
further reduced into constituent elements. Such a monad must, by defini-
tion, have self- nature, or it would be neither definable in independence
nor be enduring. Since such amonad could not exist, there can beno such
thing asan in-dividual.

3) “When views pertaining to 'mine’ and 'I’ ...have waned, then
grasping comesto cease. With the waning of [grasping], there iswaning
of birth.”? It is the false belief in a rea ego that underlies and creates
al problems. The self does exist in a conventional way, for the five
aggregateshave cometogether to form atemporary composite. However,

karika V.8
%karikaXVI11.2
SkarikaXVIll.4
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138 Chapter 8. Emptiness, the Ultimate Cosmol ogy

to believethat thisself isultimately real or will endure will cause oneto
grasp onto pleasant thingsand avoid unpleasant ones, both of which will
bind onetothe cycleof repeated deaths. To escaperebirth, one need only
appease the views pertaining to “mine” and “1.”

4) “On thewaning of defilementsof action, thereisrelease. Defile-
ments of action belong to one who discriminates, and these in turn re-
sult from obsession. Obsession, in itsturn, ceases within the context of
emptiness.”! When one ceases to desire for and grasp onto things and
concepts, nirvanafollows. Why the five aggregates cametogether to pro-
ducetheillusion of self-hood in thefirst placeisnot entirely clear,and a
comprehensiveanswer tothat question can never beknown. What isclear
isthat, having come together, the notion of self-hood arises. Thisself is
real, in alimited way. Without the benefit of wisdom, however, this self-
hood reflectsonitsexistence and believesitself to bereal and permanent,
and it begins to seek pleasure and avoid pain. One of the primary ways
it continuesto fool itself isthrough the use of concepts. It reifiesnotions
like mine, existence, and possession. Theteaching of emptinessallowsit
to seetheimpossibility of real possession, thelack of an essential nature
withinitself,and theempty relativity of all dependently arisenthings. The
notion of emptinessallowsit to extinguish its false notions. The self is
not completely extinguished, for thelimited existencethat it doeshaveis
true. What isextinguished isdefiling passion, any expectation of perma-
nency, and excessive “ selfishness.”

To summarize, the four stages are as follows: 1) ignorance causes
one to reify things and the self; 2) appeasing the thought of self-hood
puts an end to the process of “I-making;” 3) when the ego is appeased,
graspingisreleased, and rebirth ends; 4) with thewaning of graspingand
dispositions and the cessation of transmigration, freedom iswon. These
four steps delineate both how belief in the self comesto be, i.e. through
ignorant perceptions of existence and non-existence, and how freedom
can be realized, i.e. through a proper perception of emptiness. It would
be a mistake to see this process as a linear one. In the form Nagarjuna
presentsit, ignorance causes bondage and wisdom releases one from it.
Thisis only one way to understand the process, for wisdom does not
necessarily follow the release of dispositions; looked at from the other
direction, it is wisdom which allows one to release the dispositions in
the first place. The whole process must be seen as one whose elements
dependently arise.

Perfect wisdom, the insight of emptiness, provides one with a cer-
tain sort of power — not power to make, but power to refrain from mak-

KkarikaXV111.5
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8.6. Emptinessis Freedom Itself 139

ing! It is ignorance that causes one to construct dispositions and pas-
sionate desires, and so, indirectly, it isignorance which hasthe power of
bringing the entire phenomenal world into manifest existence. Wisdom
providesonewiththe power to appeasethisprocessand rel easetheworld.
L est thissound like an inversion of good and evil, it must be pointed out
that the power of ignorance isnot areal power, for the world it bri ngs
into existenceisbut a phantom. Similarly, the function of wisdom asex-
tinguishingtheworld isnot anegative one, for wisdom merely causesthe
phenomenal world to revert to itstruest state.

The function of the conceptualizing faculty has a broader impact
than merely creating fal se views about self-hood. The faculty of thought
isthat which appliesdistinctionstothe perceived cosmos, which differen-
tiates between subject and object, noun and verb, past and future, motion
and rest, and any such dualities. Nagariuna says that ' when. the sphere

of . thouaht has ceased, that which.is to.be designated.also.has ceased.”
It isthusthe sphere of thought which, inaway similar to the |dealism of
Berkeley or Bradley, createsthe observed world and,inaway similar to
the Sapir-Whorf linguistichypothesis, defi nesthe elementsof that world.
Nagarjuna saysthat the truest description of reality, i.e.theworld asitis
without the hypostatized notionsof theignorant mind, is*independently
realized, peaceful, unobsessed by obsessions, without discriminations

and avariety of meanings.”® The character of reality isnot differentiated;
al divisionsareartificial and imposed by the mind. Without the passion-
ate clinging of the unenlightened mind, the best possible description of
thisreality isthat it isat peace and restful. There is process and flux, for
elements continue to arise and cease dependently. Without the imposi-
tion of the insecure mind, though, this processis undisturbed by obses
sions. Moreover, were the insecure mind not to attribute essencesto the
processand its products, there would not even be aneed to refer to them
as“empty.”

When one’s dispositions and obsessions are extinguished, one sees
thisnature of reality asitis, i.e.empty, undifferentiated, and undisturbed.
Sinceself-hoodisnolonger reified, thetranquillity of theworld becomes
the tranquillity of the individual, and nirvana can be described in very
positivetermsindeed. An early scripture saysthat theindividual who has
appeased ideas, falseviews, and passions* entersthegloriouscity of Nir-
vana, stainless and undefiled, secure and calm and happy, and his mind

isemancipated asa perfected being.”t Nirvanaisnot happy etc. by itsna-

IStreng, 159

2karikaXVI11.7
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140 Chapter 8. Emptiness, the Ultimate Cosmol ogy

ture; sinceit isnot athing, no adjectivescan be applied toit. Rather, since
the status of the unenlightened person is suffering, the release of suffer-
ing is, subjectively, pleasant. Similarly, nirvanaisnot calm by its nature;
sincetheflux of elementsisanon-real and empty one, it can be described
as peaceful. Though nirvanaissaid to be empty, thisapparently negative
term isactually the foundation for the most positive of descriptions.

No matter how much one may stressthat nirvanaisnot athingbutis
alack of thing- ness, there is much likelihood that unenlightened people
would think of it asaconcrete goal or atangible heaven. Seeing nirvana
inthisway would be yet another fal se concept and form of grasping, and
would erect yet another obstacle to freedom. To preclude this possibili-
ty, Nagarjuna enunciated what could perhaps be the most controversia
versein the karika: “The life-process (samsara) has no thing that distin-
guishesit from freedom (nirvana). Freedom hasno thing that distinguisn-

esit from the life- process.”? The term used to refer to the life- process,
samsara, can be trandlated as “wandering” or “transmigration.” It is a
term for the cycle of birth-and-death in its imprisoning, pre-enlighten-
ment aspect. To say that theworld of sufferingisidentical with the high-
est and most honored of goals of Buddhism would seem to be flagrant
blasphemy.

There are two main significances of Nagarjuna's equating the life-
process with freedom, one theoretical and one practical. First, it isonly
blasphemy from the standpoint of essentialism. If thereisa self- nature
in either, then the two would assuredly be different. Bondage, as a real
thing, would have to be broken free from, and enlightenment, as a true
state, would have to be achieved. However, the refutation of self-nature
appliestothese notionsaswell; both are empty. Nirvanaand the phenom-
enal world do not exist, assuch. They only are separate dueto their being

differentiated and named by the hypostatizing mind.3 Thetendency to see
them as concrete things actually would deny a person the possibility of
ever releasing one and obtaining the other. If the life-process had a self-

nature, and if one were bound within that life-process, then one could
never leave. Similarly, if nirvana were areal attribute of which the un-
enlightened individual were not yet partaking, and if it had an essence,
then it could never be achieved. It is only because both nirvana and the
life-process are empty that they can be said to be identical. Again, Na-
garjuna’s attitude towards identity and difference must be kept in mind
to prevent a misunderstanding of this equation. In saying that they are

Milindapanha, quoted in Embree, 114

2karika XX V.19
3Streng, 45
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8.6. Emptinessis Freedom Itself 141

identical, heisnot saying that they have an identity-relation, for neither
has an essence which can relate. Rather, as empty, they can each be said
to lack self-nature, and are identical in that neither isreal. Thisrelation
is made clear in the discussion of the nature of the Buddha in section
twenty-two. “Whatever isthe self-nature of the Tathagata, that isalsothe
self- nature of the universe,” Nagarjuna says. The two are equal because
and only because “the Tathagata is devoid of self-nature. This universe

isalso devoid of self-nature”?!

The pragmaticvalue of equating nirvanaand thecycleof birth-and-
deathisthat it demonstratesthe attainability of enlightenment. Freedom
and bondage are not identifiablethingswith separate and distinct spheres
of influence. To borrow a ssimplistic view of theism, if the world com-
prised one plane and freedom another, transcendent one, then the feasi-
bility of escaping one and attaining the other would be highly suspect.
Nagarjuna’s declaration that freedom isthe world and the world isfree-
dom demonstratesthat enlightenment isreadily at hand. One need do no
more than shift one’s perceptionsto find it. The unpleasant world isone
constructed through ignorance and grasping dispositions. The pleasant
(or not-unpleasant) world isfound simply by understanding the meaning
of emptinessand ceasingtoreify the phenomenal one. Seen from thecon-
ventional or unenlightened vantage point, the cosmosisa cycle of birth-
and-death characterized by suffering. Seen from the vantage point of
wisdom or of ultimatetruth, thecosmosisan ever-flowing, ever-changing
empty process?

The notion of emptinessmay, at first, seem negative and limiting. It
seemsto deny the cosmos the option of having existence, of being real.
When comprehended properly, though, the paradox of emptinessisseen
asthe most liberating of all possible teachings. In teaching that the self
Is empty and that the universe is empty, it demonstrates that both are
one and the same, and that their distinction was based on nothing more
than obscured understanding. The limitations caused by the notion of
self-hood are destroyed. Thetrue nature of the enlightened oneisseento
be the true nature of the universe, for both are empty. In enlightenment,
one becomesthe universe.

karika XX11.16
2Cf.Nagao 1991, 177-179
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Chapter 9. Conclusion

Aswith any subject, much more could be said about Madhyamika, and
often has been. Candrakirti’s commentary, for example, runs to many
hundreds of pages. This thesis, too, far exceeds the normal length of
bachelor’s theses. In light of Nagarjuna's teaching that excessive theo-
rizing is one of the main causes of suffering and bondage, it may seem
that lengthy commentary isself- negating. Thisobjection would be quite
valid, were the intent of these research projectsto expresstruth and the
nature of reality. However, as exemplified in the Introduction, were that
theintent of these works, they likely would have said no more than “this
flax weighsthree pounds.”

The purpose of the philosophy of Madhyamika, with its stress on
emptiness, isnot to discard all theorizing. Rather, the point isto demon-
strate that theories are not ultimately valid. Ascribing excessive validity
to the products of thought will cause one to grasp onto them and lose
sight of the true nature of things, which isempty. The truest conceptual
expression of reality will always be a paradox. “A saint (bodhisattva) is
asaint becausethereisno saint,” saysthe Perfection of Wisdom schoal,
“and that iswhy thereisasaint!”* Conceptsare applicablein the conven-
tional sphere only. Thisisthe place of commentary and research: such
projects can clarify the nature of the phenomenal world and discussthe
relativevalidity of varioustheorieswithinthat plane. Neither the Buddha
nor Nagarjunawould have said that the rational faculty has no function,
for, though no theory isabsol utely true, sometheoriesare certainly better
than others. When one wishes to speak of the ultimate sphere, thoughts
can point the way towards a proper understanding of it and teach one
how to achieve the Perfect Wisdom which can perceive it, but theories
themsel ves cannot expressits nature.

Asa conventional truth, the Madhyamika philosophy propounds a
system of ordering one’sthought, and then it showswhere such thought
must end. Thissystem includesthe theory of dependent arising, the four
Noble Truths, the constitution of the psychophysical personality, and the
Noble Eightfold Path; the theory of emptinesspointsout the limit of the
mental faculty. Nagarjunademonstratesthat al of hisideasare pragmatic
only in one of the most famous versesof histreatise:

quoted in Nagao 1989, vii
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“We state that whatever is dependent arising, that is emptiness.
That is dependent upon convention. That itself isthemiddle path.”?

This verse succinctly ties together his entire philosophy, shows
where it comesto an end, and definesthe point of it al.

Nagarjuna sthought can be summed up in thefirst two termsof the
verse: dependent arising and emptiness. From these all other elements
of his philosophy are derived. Dependent arising explainsall aspects of
the relative world, for it detailsthe process of causation and, hence, the
ontology of the world. Emptinessisthe only possible description of ul-
timate truth, for it demonstrates relativity and provides a sort of anti-
theory on which the rational faculty can focus. Neither of these, though,
should berelied on asvalid in themselves, for they are both “dependent

upon convention.”? Kalupahana's transation was used here because,
whilenot necessarily moreaccuratethan any others, it isclearer and more
succinct. Any theory, even one as all-encompassing as emptiness, is still
atheory based on convention. Were there no dependently arisen things,
there would be no theory of dependent arising. Further, even though
these things are empty, they are at least phenomenally redl; if they were
not, there would be no theory of emptiness, for there would be nothing
on which to base it. The whole of Nagarjuna's philosophy is dependent
upon convention, for it all presupposesthe perception of everyday things
and their phenomenal reality. It isvital that one following hisphilosophy
understand that it, every bit as much as the things it describes, isrela
tive. Dependent arising and emptinessarerel ative to each other, and both
are relative to the perceived world. They thus constitute a middle path.
One must remember that dependent arising would be no more proper a
description of ultimate truth than emptiness, and vice-versa, else either
materialism or nihilism would result. Likewise, one must find amiddle
ground between theorizing and refraining from doing so. The philosophy
of Madhyamikaisof vital importance, for it explainsreality and points
theway to an escapefrom it. Were oneto accept no philosophy, the mental
facultieswould be ungrounded and directionless. On the other hand, one
must remember the proper place of philosophiesasbased on convention
only; they have no final validity. This, Nagarjuna says, isthe middle path
of the Buddha.

Perhapsthe most important thing demonstrated by the equation Na-
garjunapresentsintheaboveverseisthat the Madhyamikaphilosophyis,

karikaXX1V.18

2The original of this latter phrase, sa prajnaptir upadaya, is a famousdly difficult one to translate. For example, Nagao
renders it “a designation based upon (some material),” Ramana as “derived name” and Sprung as “a guiding, not a
cognitive, notion, presupposing the everyday.”
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initsessence, very simple.” Independently realized, peaceful , unobsessed
by obsessions, without discriminationsand a variety of meaning: suchis
the characteristic of truth,” he says.! The oneclear perception underlying
Madhyamika is the interconnectedness and compl ete dependence of all
things. Becoming and being, past and future, reality and emptiness, sub-
ject and object, arising and ceasing aredll real thi ngs, but only in relation
to each other. None exist absolutely. Unfortunately, this insight, while
utterly ssimple and clear, isnot so easily explained. The function of lan-
guage and conceptsisto make distinctions and impose artificial bound-
aries. The very word “define” hasinitsrootsthe connotation of creating
boundaries (de + finis). The Buddha and Nagarjuna had no choice but
to explain their insight into the nature of reality in philosophical terms,
formulas, and theories. Nagarjuna'sbrilliancelay in hisability to explain
it so clearly, and then to build such effective safeguards against excessive
philosophizing into his system.

Ultimately, the onething that isof importanceisthe Buddha sthree-
faceted teaching of transitoriness, soullessness, and suffering, thegoal of
which teaching being freedom. Only in light of this can Buddhism and
Nagarjuna’s enterprise be understood correctly. Rejecting all conceptu-
al extremes and advocating a middle path is not an exercise in philoso-
phy, but an aid to help people escape suffering and become free. The Vi-
suddhimagga expresses poetically but succinctly thereality that remains
when the Buddha'steachings are truly understood:

“Misery only doth exist, none miserable, No doer isthere; naught
savethedeed isfound. Nirvanais, but not the man who seeksit. The
Path exists, but not the traveler on it.”?

KkarikaXV111.9
2Visuddhimagga, quoted in Warren, 146



Chapter 10. Epilogue

Thisresearch project was not merely an academic exercise. | would like
to address briefly what | consider to be the importance of Madhyamika
to our modern world, Occidental or otherwise. To my knowledge, there
hasnever been in recorded history a philosophical system so exhaustive-
ly apophatic as Nagarjuna's that was not also a nihilism. Even Zen, the
champion of paradox, is not really either apophatic or a system. | have
defended the value of Madhyamika within the Buddhist tradition as be-
ing adefense of and an explanation of the twin doctrinesof soullessness
and transitoriness, the purpose of which being an aid to escape suffer-
ing. Outside the Buddhist tradition the importance of Madhyamika is
dightly different, for it is not likely that the Western undercurrents of
essentialism could easily be unseated — nor would | want to. One value
of thisphilosophy for the West liesin its potential to undercut the habits
of “I-making” and grasping, both grasping onto the things of the world
and grasping onto the productsof rationality. Another valueisthe contri-
bution Madhyamika could make to Western philosophy and theology.

Many of the structures of the modern world are based, in some
way or other, on distrust of individual authority. For example, that which
has become American democracy isrooted in a party system. The hope
isthat, if two or more parties compete for election and for legislation,
then compromises will emerge in the long run, and no individual will
have too much power. The method on which scienceisbased isfounded
on a similar safeguard. One can never prove, but only disprove. Third,
the quest for objectivity underlying all academia certainly betrays this
distrust. There is a strong emphasis on removing all personal reference
from research and attempting to make it uninfluenced by any personal
emotions or prejudices. These safeguards are necessary components of
the structureswe have. However, it isnot certain that these structuresare
the only option,

TheBuddha steachingsdemonstratethat, in away, emphasison the
self istheroot of al evil. It isan excessive “ selfishness’ that causes one
to desire passionately, to assert forcefully one’s opinions and thoughts,
to want to be right, to desire to possess. “ Selfishness” is that which, in
whatever situation, causes one to seek one's own well-being and ignore
the thoughtsand needs of others. The Buddha spath, especially asenun-
ciated so radically by Nagarjuna, subvertsthis®I-making.” | do not know
what the result would be if the doctrine of soullessnesswereintroduced

145


Djuniedi
Highlight

Djuniedi
Highlight


146 Chapter 10. Epilogue

into our systemsof politics, science, and academia, but my suspicion is
that the resultswould be beneficial.

The other importance of Nagarjuna sagendafor meistheimpact it
could have on our rational structuresof philosophy and theology. There
are many discerning thinkers in these fields whose philosophies are in
no way simplistic, but there are far too few. A study of Madhyamika
philosophy has not forced me to abandon my belief in concepts like
God, the soul, and the afterlife. What it hasdone isshown me, if | am to
retain those beliefs, of what they may and may not consist. Nagarjuna's
teaching of emptiness can vastly deepen and enrich one’sreligious and
philosophical notions. Further, his teachings can demonstrate to what
extent those notions are self-created and, thus, which notions may be
true, which false, and which merely helpful guidesthat must ultimately
be abandoned.

The philosophiesof the Buddha and Nagarjuna offer trenchant ex-
planationsof the constitution of reality, the function of the human mind,
and thepurposetowhichanindividual’slifeand, in somecases, academic
career should be devoted. A study of Madhyamika, if approached with
areceptive attitude, will complement any philosophy, no matter how an-
tithetical.
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