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PREFACE 

'Emptiness' (sunyatii) is a religious/philosophical concept which is 
central to much Buddhist thought. It is employed in numerous 
contexts, by different thinkers and schools, with a variety of 
meanings. A thorough comparative study of the uses and meanings 
of the notion of emptiness throughout the history of Buddhism is 
certainly a desideratum. 

The present study has a more modest ambition, however. This 
book is an investigation into the philosophy of emptiness as 
expressed by the second century Indian Buddhist thinker Nagarju­
na. Nagarjuna came to be known as the founder of the 
Madhyamaka school, a school which was particularly influential 
in Tibetan and Chinese Mahayana Buddhism. Nagarjuna's 
philosophy of emptiness has also been the subject of considerable 
interest and controversy amongst modern scholars of Buddhism. 

My· study of Nagarjuna's philosophy of emptiness has two 
principal concerns. These might be summarily described under the 
headings of ascertainment and appraisal. Nagarjuna's philosophy 
of emptiness has famously (perhaps infamously) yielded many 
diverse, divergent (often contradictory) interpretations. My first 
principal concern in the present book is, through close study of 
texts reliably attributed to Nagarjuna, to ascertain the possible 
meaning or meanings of Nagarjuna's philosophy of emptiness. My 
second principal concern is with critical analysis. There is a need 
for an assessment of Nagarjuna's philosophy. Too few books about 
Nagarjuna, it seems to me, take the crucial step from exposition to 
evaluation. I intend to take this (admittedly danger-fraught) step. 
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Having ascertained the character of Nagarjuna's philosophy of 
emptiness, I shall subject this philosophy of emptiness to an 
appraisal. I shall investigate to what extent Nagarjuna's notion of 
emptiness, and his arguments in support of this notion, withstand 
rational scrutiny. 

This book is, then, a philosophical study of Nagarjuna's 
writings. I hope that this book may, therefore, be of use and 
interest to both students/scholars of Buddhism and philosophers. 
There is, I think, a great need to engage with historically significant 
Buddhist writers, such as Nagarjuna, as serious thinkers who 
address fundamental philosophical questions. I am confident that, 
whether or not one finds Nagarjuna's arguments and ideas 
convincing, the critical consideration of Nagarjuna's philosophy 
of emptiness can be a valuable stimulus for one's own reflections 
about the nature of existence. 

There is a common interpretation that Nagarjuna's philosophy 
of emptiness is simply a re-assertion of the Buddha's original 
teaching (in the early iigama-s) of dependent origination (pratf­
tyasamutpiida). This re-assertion was required, this interpretation 
continues, because some Abhidharmikas had departed from the 
Buddha's original teaching of universal dependent origination by 
asserting the autonomous, permanent existence of the atomic 
dharma-s out of which the dependently originating world is 
formed. 1 Thus, Nagarjuna's philosophy of emptiness re-affirms, in 
the face of this Abhidharma heterodoxy, the orthodox teaching 
that everything in the world arises and ceases in dependence upon 
conditions. All the manifold· entities of the world, including the 
atomic dharma-s themselves, have a dependently originating sort 
of existence, and thus are empty of independent, permanent 
existence. 

The present book rejects this interpretation. I accept neither that 
Nagarjuna's Abhidharma opponents departed from (though they 
certainly did develop) the original teaching of dependent origina­
tion nor that Nagarjuna's philosophy of emptiness is simply a re­
assertion of this original teaching. Nagarjuna's Abhidharma 
opponents did not think that the dharma-s out of which the 
dependently originating world is formed are themselves not 
dependently originating. But they did claim that these dharma-s, 
unlike the entities formed out of them, have an existence 

See, for example, Kalupahana (1986), pp. 5-7. 
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independent of the constructing activity of the mind. Nagarjuna's 
philosophy of emptiness is, I shall argue throughout this book, 
fundamentally a rejection of this Abhidharmika claim that dharma-s 
have a more-than-conceptually constructed existence. For 
Nagarjuna, all entities, including the dharma-s, originate entirely 
in dependence upon mental construction. All entities whatsoever 
are thus empty of unconstructed existence. So, Nagarjuna's 
philosophy of emptiness is not simply a re-statement of the basic 
teaching of dependent origination; emptiness means, furthermore, 
that all dependently originating entities - including the depen­
dently originating dharma-s which the Abhidharma says exist 
independent of mental fabrication - have a conceptually con­
structed existence (prajiiaptisat). 

No doubt Nagarjuna felt that his philosophy of emptiness, i.e. 
his position that all dependently originating entities (inclu.ding the 
dharma-s) are conceptual constructs, was justified by buddhava­
cana. (Nagarjuna often declares, especially in his 'verses of praise' 
(stava), that emptiness is the Buddha's teaching). However, I 
suspect that the buddhavacana which Nagiirjuna would rely on 
here would be not so much that of the early agama-s as that of 
early Mahayana szUra-s, especially of the Prajiiaparamita tradition, 
the main theme of which is that all entities (including even the 
dharma-s) are empty, i.e. lack more-than-conceptually constructed 
existence. Or, at least, his reading of the agama-s would have been 
heavily influenced by the theme of emptiness as found in the early 
Prajiiaparamita siUra-s. 

* * * 
This book is a substantially revised version of my doctoral thesis, 
which was written between 1994 and 1997 while I was a research 
student at the Centre for Buddhist Studies of the University of 
Bristol. Many people and institutions have played an important 
part in its <;levelopment. Particular thanks are due to the University 
of Bristol, Curzon Press, Mark Izard at LaserScript, Dr Rupert 
Gethin, Dr John Peacocke and Dr Damien Keown. 

I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to Professor Paul 
Williams for so much kind encouragement, and for so many 
invaluable criticisms of this book at various stages in its 
development. Thank you also for all of the stimulating and 
enlightening conversations. I have been greatly inspired by your 
enthusiasm for and knowledge of Buddhist philosophy. 
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Franky Henley has been a genuine and very generous friend over the 
years that I have been writing this work, especially at times of great 
need. Thank you. I rejoice in your tremendous energy and positivity! 

I have undertaken this study as a Buddhist who wishes to 
understand more deeply the spiritual tradition (with all its 
philosophical strengths and weaknesses) to. which he is committed. 
I would like to thank my benevolent preceptor, Dharmacari 
Suvajra, for first suggesting that I undertake this project, and for his 
unfailing support. 

This book is dedicated to Sangharakshita, as a token of gratitude. 
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David Burton 
(Dharmacari Asanga) 

Oxford, 1998 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

The Purpose of this Study 

Is Nagarjuna a sceptic? In what sense is knowledge of the ultimate 
truth (paramarthasatya) or reality (tattva) non-conceptual for 
Nagarjuna? Does Nagarjuna's understanding of the ultimate truth! 
reality as emptiness (sunyata) condemn him to nihilism? These are 
the principal questions which the first part of this study will 
address. In the second part of this study, I shall consider 
Nagarjuna's critiques, in the Vigrahavyavartani and the Vaida/ya­
prakarat:ta, of the Nyaya theory of knowledge (pramiit:ta). What is 

• the Nyaya pramiit:ta theory which Nagarjuna attacks? What is the 
precise purpose of Nagarjuna's critiques? Are Nagarjuna's criti­
cisms successful; from a philosophical perspective? These will be 
my· main questions in the second part of this study. 

The dominant concern of this book might be, broadly speaking, 
described as the epistemological and ontological implications of 
Nagarjuna's philosophy of emptiness. Which is to say that, in the 
various chapters of this book, I will try to ascertain both: (i) what, 
fot Nagarjuna, might be the nature of knowledge and (ii) what, for 
Nagarjuna, is the real nature of things. I will, furthermore, 
undertake an appraisal of Nagarjuna's epistemology and ontology. 
I will subject to critical scrutiny Nagarjuna's understanding of 
(i) the nature of knowledge, and (ii) the real nature of things. 

(i) and (ii) are clearly intimately linked. If, for example, the real 
nature of things is a possible object of knowledge for Nagarjuna, 
then the nature of this ultimate truth will determine the character 
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of the knowledge the Madhyamika might have of it. If the ultimate 
truth were ineffable and unconceptualizable, for instance, then 
knowledge of it must be of a non-conceptual and non-linguistic 
variety (whatever precisely that might mean). And if for Nagarjuna 
all entities are without svabhava ('inherent existence' or 'own 
being'), and, hence, have a merely conceptually constructed 
existence (prajiiaptisat), this has implications for the character of 
the knowledge-claims which one makes about these entities. If all 
entities have conceptually constructed existence this would 
preclude, for example, a theory of knowledge which describes 
knowledge as a matter of correspondence with entities which exist 
in a mind-independent manner. Finally, were Nagarjuna's ontology 
found to entail nihilism, i.e. that no entities exist, then this would 
necessarily have the epistemological implication that there could be 
no knowledge of entities. In important ways, then, the character of 
Nagarjuna's epistemology follows from the nature and implica­
tions of his ontology. 

Three Readings of Nagarjuna's Philosophy 

There are, broadly speaking, three divergent interpretations of 
Nagarjuna's philosophy. One interpretation sees Nagarjuna's 
philosophy as primarily an attack on knowledge. This attack is 
interpreted as a refutation of all knowledge-claims about how 
things actually are, in which case Nagarjuna might be described as 
a sceptic. Nagarjuna has no views (dr~ti), no philosophical position 
(pratijizii), because he claims that he knows nothing about things in 
their actual nature. A second interpretation sees Nagarjuna's 
philosophy as primarily an attack on all conceptual and expressible 
knowledge-claims about how things actually are, in which case 
Nagarjuna might be described as a 'mystic', who advocates a 
'trans-rational', 'non-linguistic' gnosis.Nagarjuna has no views, no 
philosophical position, because his knowledge of things as they 
actually are is not of the type which can be formulated in 
propositional terms. A third interpretation understands Nagarju­
na's philosophy as, not an attack on knowledge, but rather a 
refutation of a particular (wrong) ontological assumption, viz. that 
entities have svabh'iiva. There can be knowledge of things in their 
actual nature and - although this knowledge can have a 'non­
conceptual' form (involving a direct perception, i.e. knowledge by 
acquaintance, of the emptiness of entities, and not simply the 
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factual knowledge of this emptiness) - this knowledge can be 
correctly formulated in the proposition that 'all entities lack 
svahhliva'. According to this third interpretation, Nagarjuna's 
ontological critique has epistemological implications, however. It 
entails that knowledge-claims (such as those ~f the Abhidharmikas 
and Naiyayikas) that assert the svabhava of (some) entities are 
wrong, and knowledge-claims that assert the absence of svabhava 
of all entities are right. Nagarjuna has no views, no philosophical 
position in the restricted sense that he does not assent to any 
proposition which asserts that entities have sv.abhava. 

These three types of interpretation have had their adherents 
within the modern, (predominantly) western scholarly community. 
Hayes and Matilal, for example, have described Nagarjuna's 
epistemology as 'scepticism'.' There have been numero~s inter­
pretations of Nagarjuna's philosophy as asserting a trans-rational 
reality, known only by a non-conceptual, inexpressible gnosis. See, 
for example, Inada and Bhattacharya.2 Other scholars - for 
example, Ruegg and Williams3 

- have argued that, for Nagarjuna, 
the attack is on the notion of svabhava, not on the possibility of 
knowledge, or conceptual/expressible knowledge, of how things 
actually are. 

And there have clearly been proponents of the second ,and third 
interpretations, at least, in the Tibetan Madhyamaka tradition 
(traditions?) as well. Sa skya PaQ<,iita (1182-1251) writes, in the 
mKhas pa 'jug pa'i bzhag pa, that the actual nature of things is 
beyond conceptual diffusion (spros pa=prapafzca), and hence is not 
an object of language or the conceptual mind.4 Dreyfus notes that 
the Sa skya pas, most especially Go rams pa bSod nams seng ge 
( 1429-1489), claim that the central teaching of Madhyamaka 
philosophy is that the actual nature of things or the ultimate truth 
is beyond conceptual diffusion. 5 How things actually are is, one 
might say, transcendent, in the sense that it is inaccessible to the 
rational mind (but open to a non-conceptual gnosis). 

This also appears to be the position of Mi bskyod rdo rje (1507--
1554), the eighth Karma pa, who sees the actual nature of things as 
quite 'other' than the conceptualizable world and for whom, 
according to Williams, 'all language becomes skill in means; it has 
a purely pedagogic purpose, it doesn't in any way reflect a position 
claiming doctrinal correctness.'6 There is knowledge of how things 
actually are, to be sure, but it is not a knowledge which is 
conceptual or expressible. 
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By contrast, mKhas grub dGe legs dpal bzang (1385-1438) and, 
indeed, most dGe lugs pas, say that Nagarjuna (and other Indian 
Madhyamikas) accept the absence of svabhiiva of entities as the 
correct position, i.e. it accurately expresses how things actually are. 
What is refuted by Nagarjuna, rather than conceptual knowledge 
of how things actually are, is the view that (any) entities exist with 
svabhiiva. There is no incompatibility between the conceptual 
knowledge of the emptiness of entities, and the non-conceptual (i.e. 
directly perceptual) knowledge of this very same emptiness in the 
context of meditation. 7 

These three interpretations admittedly require much more 
elucidation (not to mention assessment). It shall be the business 
of the present book to accomplish (or, at least, to contribute to) this 
task. 

In this study, I shall be in sympathy with the third interpretation. 
Nagarjuna's philosophy is probably intended, I shall argue, as an 
attack on a particular ontological assumption, viz. that entities 
have svabhiiva, rather than as an attack on all knowledge-claims, 
or all conceptual knowledge-claims, about the actual nature of 
things. Which is to say that Nagarjuna thinks that there can be 
correct conceptual knowledge of reality, viz. that all entities lack 
svabhiiva. Nagarjuna is not a sceptic, and he is not a proponent of 
a trans-rational gnosis. 

However, the word 'sympathy' needs some explanation and 
qualification. While I am sympathetic to the third interpretation in 
the sense that I consider that the third interpretation is probably 
closest to the philosophical position Nagarjuna himself intends to 
communicate, it does not follow that I am sympathetic to 
Nagarjuna's philosophical position. 

On the contrary, as my argument in this study will make clear, I 
believe that the knowledge-claim that all entities lack svabhiiva 
entails nihilism (despite Nagarjuna's -:tdvocacy of the Middle Path 
between nihilism and eternalism). Expressed very briefly, this is 
because, understood in the Abhidharma context in which 
Nagarjuna functions, the universal absence of svabhiiva means, 
not simply that all entities dependently originate, but furthermore 
that all entities have an entirely conceptually constructed existence 
(prajiiaptisat). And, I shall argue, if there is nothing unconstructed 
out of which and by whom/which conceptually constructed entities 
can be constructed, then it is impossible that these conceptually 
constructed entities themselves can exist. 
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In which case, Nagarjuna's epistemology would appear to fall 
into contradiction, for he claims to have knowledge of the ultimate 
truth, yet the ultimate truth of which he (supposedly) has 
knowledge entails that nothing exists, including Nagarjuna's 
knowledge of this ultimate truth; So, it would seem that the 
implication of Nagarjuna's critique of the ontology of svabhiiva is, 
after all, the impossibility of any knowledge whatsoever. (Though I 
do not think that this is an implication which Nagarjuna himself 
intended. On the contrary, I think that he probably did mean to 
tread the Middle Path). 

Even if somehow Nagarjuna were to avoid the nihilistic 
implications-Gf his position, I would find his philosophy. quite 
implausible. It seems highly unlikely (and is certainly counter~ 
intuitive) that all entities have an entirely conceptually constructed 
existence (prajiiaptisat). Although I certainly believe that trees, 
mountains, and elephants, for example, are dependently originat­
ing, I do not believe that in all respects such entities (and, indeed, 
even their atomic constituents .(dharma-s)) are, as Nagarjuna 
contends, conceptually · constructed. 

Some General Reflections on the Interpretation of Nagarjuna 

In his influential book about the thought of Nagarjuna, The 
Central Philosophy of Buddhism, T.R.V. Murti writes that, 

The Madhyamika system seems to have been perfected at one . 
stroke by the genius of its founder - Nagarjuna. There have 
not been many important changes in its philosophy since that 
time. 8 

With the greatest respect to Murti, this statement strikes me as very 
naive. I shall dwell on this naivity not out of malice but because I 
think that such an analysis reveals some dangers (to which it is easy 
to fall prey) to be avoided by the interpreter of Nagarjuna. Such an 
analysis will serve to highlight, then, some of the interpretative 
principles which underpin this present study. Let me suggest three 
senses in which Murti's statement is naive .. 

(1) Murti's claim seems extraordinary that 'there have not been 
many important changes in its [i.e. the Madhyamaka] philosophy' 
since Nagarjuna wrote. Are we to believe that later Madhyamika 
thinkers, such as Candrakirti, Bhavaviveka, Santarak~ita, Kamala-
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sila, and so on - not to mention the great Chinese and Tibetan 
Madhyamikas - simply repeated Nagarjuna's thinking with, 
perhaps, some minor variations? Such an idea is ahistorical; it 
fails to recognize that the Madhyamaka tradition is very long and 
complex, with numerous, often conflicting interpretations having 
been made. 

Madhyamaka philosophy, of course, changed in response to 
numerous influences which were not present yet in Nagarjuna's 
time. One thinks, for example, of the developments in the Nyaya 
tradition, to which the Indian Madhyamikas responded (see 
especially Bhavaviveka9

), and also of the emergence of Yogacara 
thought, which plays a very important part in later Indian 
Madhyamaka thought, both as an object of critiques (for example, 
in the case of Candrakirti 10 and Bhavaviveka 11

) and in attempts at 
synthesis (for example, in the case of Santarak~ita 12

). And one 
cannot imagine the thought of Tsong kha pa (1357-1419) without 
the influence of Dharmakirti, 13 nor would the gzhan stong 
Madhyamaka have occurred without the advent of the various 
tathagatagarbha texts. 14 Numerous other examples of historical 
development and transformation could be cited. The Madhyamaka 
tradition has produced a long series of creative thinkers who 
responded to the new philosophical demands of their historical 
circumstances. To suggest, then, that there were not many 
important changes in Madhyamaka philosophy after the time of 
Nagarjuna is simply false . 

This point is very important in the context of the present study. I 
will be dealing with Madhyamaka at its very earliest stage of 
development. I intend to be careful not to import what are actually 
later Madhyamika concepts, terminology, and arguments, attribut­
ing them naively to Nagarjuna. (In fact, the term 'Madhyamika' 
itself appears to be an importation. It is not used by Nagiirjuna. 
Nagarjuna does however refer to ' the proponents of emptiness' 
(sunyatiiviidin) at VVC 69, and seems to include himself among 
their number. In the VaidC also, Nagarjuna seems to refer to 
himself as a *sunyatiiviidin (stong pa nyid du smra ba)) .1s There is 
a great danger of simply reading Nagarjuna from the perspective of 
later Madhyamikas. 

This is not to say, however, that I shall not refer to later 
Madhyamikas in my attempts to understand Nagarjuna's thought. 
Such references are, I think, illuminating and actually often 
indispensable (especially given the laconic nature of Nagarjuna's 
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statem.ents). Nev~,rtheless, it is n~cessary to distinguish clearly wh't 
Nagaquna says, m the texts available to us, from what later (oft~n 
much later) Madhyamika commentators and thinkers have said 
about these texts. 

Some of the most important commentators to which I refer (for 
example, Tso~g Kha Pa and mKhas grub rje) lived over one 
thousand years after Nagarjuna (and in a different country, using a 
different language, etc). Even Candrakirti and Bhavaviveka lived 
centuries after Nagarjuna. One should not, and I certainly do not, 
expect that their thoughts are identical to those of Nagarjuna. In 
fact, one should expect that their thoughts are often somewhat 
different from those· of Nagarjuna, becau'se these thinkers are 
responding to different issues or have explicated points in a manner 
of which Nagarjuna never conceived. (For a case in point, see the 
appendix of the present study. Candrakirti, I argue, clearly writes 
of emptiness, i.e. the lack of svabhava of entities, as the actual 
svabhava of entities. However, although there are adumbrations of 
this usage in Nagarjuna's texts, Nagarjuna himself never explicitly 
says that the actual svabhava of entities is their lack of Sl'abhava). 

(2) Murti's statement that Nagarjuna 'perfected' Madhyamaka 
philosophy 'at one stroke' is highly dubious. It is my contention -
to which surely anyone who tries to read Nagarjuna's texts will 
assent - that, far from being 'perfect', Nii.gii.rjuna's thought, as 
expressed in his texts, is inchoate and obscu<e. So much is left 
unsaid that it is not uncommonly difficult to ascertain what 
Nagarjuna might mean. 

Understanding Nagarjuna's thought is thus partly a matter of 
appreciating that a range of interpretations is possible with regard 
t<; some of his puzzling proclamations. In not a small number of 
cases understanding Nagarjuna's thought means, perhaps not so 
much arriving at the correct interpretation, but rather notiCing and 
being sensitive to the fact that a text supports more than one 
reading. One task of the present study will be to explicate some of 
the interpretations which Nagarjuna's texts might support. 

But - and this is important- this is not to say that Nagarjuna's 
texts support any reading whatsoever. On the contrary, the 
interpreter must, I contend, pay careful attention to the actual 
words, concepts and arguments which Nii.gii.rjuna employs, and 
also the interpreter must see these words, concepts, and arguments 
in their wider philosophical and historical context. It is this method 
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which will ensure a considered and plausible interpretation of 
Nagarjuna, though not an indubitably correct interpretation. 

For example, that Nagarjuna's philosophy is the same as that of 
Wittgenstein or Derrida (or whoever happens to be the popular 
philosopher of the moment) is a highly unlikely interpretation (by 
which I do not mean that people are unlikely to make such an 
interpretation - there are, after all, plenty of people who see in 
Nagarjuna a proto-Wittgenstein16 or proto-Derrida, etc- but that 
they are unlikely to be representing Nagarjuna's thought in an 
accurate fashion), given that Nagarjuna lived in (probably) the 
second century in India as a Buddhist monk with Abhidharma and 
Hindu realist opponents to contend with (conspicuously absent 
from the writings of Wittgenstein, Derrida, etc!). 

This is not to say that one should eschew all comparisons 
between Nagarjuna's thought and that of thinkers who function in 
very different intellectual, spiritual, and historical circumstances. 
There are, I believe, universal philosophical and spiritual issues 
which recur in otherwise disparate contexts. It is just that such 
comparison needs to be done with great sensitivity to both the 
authentic (as opposed to superficial) similarities and the inevitable 
differences. 

Thqt an understanding of Nagarjuna's thought will be facilitated 
by an appreciation of the Abhidharma and Nyaya philosophies is 
certainly true, given that these are the thinkers and traditions to 
which Nagarjuna is responding. Abhidharma and Nyaya concepts 
and arguments are the language in which Nagarjuna would have 
been versed. (This is clearly evident from even a cursory 
examination of his texts) . If one is to understand Nagarjuna's 
philosophy, one must grasp this language. Thus, by paying 
sufficient attention to the philosophical context in which Nagarju­
na's thought is embedded, one's interpretation is far more likely to 
represent something like what Nagarjuna ;had in mind. 

I am here in disagreement with Tuck, who sees the history of 
scholarship concerning Nagarjuna's thought as 'a collection of 
intelligent misreadings', which he says, 'may be enough'. 17 I agree 
that there have been numerous misinterpretations of Nagarjuna 
(some of them intelligent, some of them not intelligent), but I think 
also that there is such a thing as careful scholarship which - though 
it might not arrive at a definitive interpretation of Nagarjuna's 
philosophy - does not misinterpret, paying as it does considerable 
attention to context, and always advancing its conclusions in a 
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tentative way. My approach here is certainly in discord with that of 
Huntington, for whom the ideal interpreter of Nagarjuna, etc 'asks 
neither the author nor the text their intentions but simply beats the 
text into a shape which will serve his own purpose . .t8 (Hunting­
ton's hermeneutic theory, I might add, is strangely at odds with his 
own scholarship, which is often quite meticulous). 

In this book, then, I will endeavour to follow closely arguments 
which Nagarjuna employs and, in a context-sensitive way, draw­
out the possible philosophical content and implications of these 
arguments. I will not simply repeat what Nagarjuna says, but I will 
give textual (and other contextual) support for the interpretations 
which I make. 

(3) Even when Nagarjuna's points seem textually relatively clear, or 
when one has come to what seems like a textually plausible 
interpretation of obscure · points, these points often seem philoso­
phically doubtful, to say the least. If this is 'perfection' for Murti, 
then there has been a radical re-definition of the term, of which I 
am unaware! . 

Murti's remark, it seems to me, in this respect betrays an 
unhealthy tendency in the study of Madhyamaka, which the 
present study will resist. Scholars of Madhyamaka, and of 
Nagarjuna especially, are often overly deferential to the object of 
their studies. There is a tendency to view Nagarjuna as a great 
thinker; whose thoughts are quite probably right. Any philosophi­
cal obscurity or apparent flaws which one might find in his thinking 
are thus usually considered to be attributable to one's inability to 
understand what Nagarjuna means, rather than to Nagarjuna's 
own failure as a thinker. 

While I certainly think that it is important to be receptive to 
what Nagarjuna says, and to evaluate carefully the various ways in 
which what he says might be taken (rather than arrogantly and 
prematurally refuting his claims), it is my considered opinion that 
such receptivity leads, not to a resolution of the various 
philosophical problems which appear, but to an intensification of 
them. It one really pays attention to Nagarjuna's writings, one 
becomes aware of just how bizarre are some of his claims and 
arguments. This will become apparent, I trust, in the course of the 
present study . . 

So, modern interpreters, for a variety of reasons, tend tb view 
Nagarjuna as an authority whose thoughts or words are very likely 
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to be true. Recent scholarship suggests, it may be noted, that in 
thinking this way one perhaps rates Nagarjuna's thought more 
highly than did Nagarjuna's contemporaries and the later Indian 
(non-Buddhist and Buddhist) tradition. It is arguable that many 
Indian thinkers, non-Buddhist and Buddhist alike, did not take 
Nagarjuna's ideas very seriously, because of their obvious nihilistic 
consequences or because of Nagarjuna's blatantly fallacious 
reasoning. 19 The modern interpreter (and I include here the 
modern practitioner) must be open to the possibility that 
Nagarjuna's philosophizing was not as meticulous as is often 
assumed! 

Hayes writes20 that ' ... the interest that modern scholars of 
Buddhism have in Nagarjuna may be out of proportion to the 
influence that Nagarjuna had on Buddhists themselves.' Hayes 
points to the fact that ther.e was no attempt on the part of the 
Abhidharmikas to reply to Nagarjuna's criticisms, and - despite 
Nagarjuna's critique of the pramiiiJ.a-s- the epistemological school 
of Dignaga and Dharmakirti, which was very influential in later 
Indian Mahayana philosophy, made no explicit reply to his works. 
Hayes suggests that perhaps these Buddhist philosophers consid­
ered Nagarjuna's criticisms to be so outlandish that they did not 
require a response. _ 

Furthermore, there is, in fact, strong evidence (textual and 
archeological) that Mahayana Buddhism as a whole, and not 
simply Madhyamaka, was a marginal and minority movement in 
India, especially before the fifth century; 21 It is quite likely, then, 
that many Indian Buddhists had simply never heard of Nagarjuna. 
Perhaps those who had heard of him considered him to be a 
member of a fringe-group (prone to sophisms and nihilism), and 
thus not worthy of serious refutation. 

However, Nagarjuna mtist have been known to and respected by 
at least certain segments of the Indian Buddhist population. There 
is, after all, an Indian commentarial tradition on his works, and a 
succession of thinkers in India who derive inspiration from his 
thinking, stretching for about one thousand years after his time. 
Further, it seems difficult to explain the fact that Nagarjuna's 
writings came to be so widely influential in China and Tibet unless 
he already had some importance (at least in certain sections of the 
Indian Buddhist community) in India itself. Nevertheless, perhaps 
the very lack of general popularity of Mahayana (including 
Madhyamaka) thought in India may have contributed to its 
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success in China and Tibet. A religious movement which is not very 
popular in its home-country would be naturally disposed to seek 
converts elsewhere. (However, the issue of why Mahayana 
Buddhism (including Madhyamaka) became so popular outside 
India, given that it probably was not popular within India, 
admittedly is a large and difficult puzzle, many of the pieces of 
which are (perhaps irretrievably) missing).22 

Thus, perhaps the picture which emerges is of a generally 
unpopular movement, which failed to gain mainstream acceptance 
in India, and which inclined to foreign missionary activity because 
of its marginalization in its home-country; But even within this 
fringe-group, Nagarjuna was only one of a number of significant 
figures, and many Mahayana thinkers would not have accepted his 
position. As Williams23 says, 'the tendency to see the history of 
Mahayana thought as a series of complementary footnotes to 
Nagarjuna should be firmly resisted.' (For example, there is 
arguably a real and basic philosophical disagreement between 
Madhyamaka and Yogacara about whether or not everything is 
conceptually constructed. Also, the tathagathagarbha texts, unlike 
(in all probablity) Nagarjuna's writings can in some cases be read 
as · positing an Absolute Reality). 

The Philosophical Study of Madhyamaka 

It could of course be objected that my comments betray a rather 
rationalistic approach to the study of Madhyamaka. The thoughts 
of an ancient Buddhist master should not, the· objection might run, 
be assessed in terms of the standards of philosophy (understood 
here as the evaluation of the validity and soundness of arguments). 
After ·all, the Madhyamikas were first and foremost religious 
thinkers practising within a particular spiritual tradition. , 

I entirely accept that Madhyamaka needs to be understood in 
the context of Buddhist practice, and that such practice has very 
important dimensions other than the philosophical (for example, 

· meditation, ethics, ritual and worship, spiritual community). 
However, the Madhyamikas (including Nagarjuna), at least, clearly 
and often employ arguments as part of their Buddhist practice. The 
precise significance of these arguments on the path to liberation is 
debatable, but that they had some importance is beyond doubt. 
According to some forms of Madhyamaka (for example the 
dGelugs tradition) ultimate truth (paramarthasatya, don dam bden 
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pa) itself is accessible to rational analysis.24 Other interpreters 
claim that such analysis has ail essential but preparatory role in the 
apprehension of ultimate truth.25 In either case, it seems necessary, 
if one is to take Madhyamaka thought seriously, to assess the 
arguments which the Madhyamikas present. 

Clearly, we do not know precisely what importance Nagarjuna 
gave to his arguments and his philosophical positions. But, unless 
he considered them to be simply rhetoric, they need to be properly 
evaluated as arguments and as statements. which convey something 
about how things really are. 

I propose, then, to take Nagarjuna's truth-claims seriously. To · 
take his truth-claims seriously, I believe, means to examine 
critically the arguments which Nagarjuna employs in support of 
these truth-claims. Perhaps unfortunately, much of what Nagarju­
na says does not withstand the rigorous philosophical scrutiny 
which I am advocating (and which, in this study, I make some 
efforts to begin to carry-out), but I trust that one may be a little 
wiser for having made the effort. 

But it might be thought that any assessment of what constitutes 
a valid/sound argument is conditioned by one's own historical and 
cultural perspective. My methodology thus wrongly assumes a 
trans-historical, trans-cultural rationality in terms of which 
Madhyamaka thought may be judged. It is incorrect, in fact 
arrogant, the objection might continue, to assess Nagarjuna's 
thought in terms of a rationality which is actually of western 
provenance. 

My answer to this objes::tion, in brief, is that I do assume such a 
trans-historical and trans-cultural rationality, but that I believe that 
I am justified · in doing so. (Presumably those who claim that 
rationality is itself culturally specific wish to argue for this claim, 
and to assert that it is a (non-culturally specific) truth. Which is to 
say that it is rational (in a non.culturally-specific way) to uphold 
that rationality is culturally specific. The proponents of this sort of 
relativism are thus caught in a paradox, for they must presuppose 
the very (non-culturally-specific) rationality which they aiin to 
refute26

). Rationality - and here I mean basic logical laws such as 
the principle of non-contradiction, the law of the excluded middle, 
the avoidance of fallacies such as circular reasoning, infinite 
regress, etc. - was understood and accepted by ancient Indian 
philosophers. The Nyayasutra, for example, is largely·devoted to 
the topic of valid inference, and to the various fallacies which can. 
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make inference. invalid. Nagarjuna, as we shall see, is quite aware 
of fallacies such as circularity and infinite regress. And, as Ruegg 
has shown,27 Nagarjuna's arguments assume the principles of non­
contradiction and the excluded middle. Ancient Indian philoso­
phers did not reason in an essentially different way than the 
modern westerner. Appraisal of their thinking by a modern 
westerner is therefore possible. This study attempts just such an 
appraisal of Nagarjuna's philosophy of emptiness. 

The Problem of Authorship 

Any book which concentrates on the study of Nagarjuna's 
philosophy must confront the vexatious issue of authorship. 
Numerous texts have been attributed to Nagarjuna. Which texts 
are to be accepted as genuinely by Nagarjuna? 

All attributions of texts to Nagarjuna, it is fair to say, are more­
or-less doubtful/probable. This is with the exception of the 
Mulamadhyamakakiirikii which is, by definition one might say, 
by Nagarjuna. Or, perhaps it would be more accurate to say that 
who Nagarjuna was is defined by his authorship of the MMK. That 
is to say, the person (assuming, of course, that it was one person) 
whom we cai.J Nagarjuna was whoever wrote the MMK. 

It is not my intention to become involved here in the complex­
ities of the arguments for and against the attribution of indiviqual 
texts to Nagarjuna. The most valuable work in this area has been 
done by Lindtner.28 Perhaps, however, Lindtner is rather liberal in 
some cases; he attributes to Nagarjuna some texts which are 
probably not by Nagarjuna. For example, Williams29 has argued 
convincingly that the Bodhicittavivarat:ta, attributed by Lindtner to 
Nagarjuna, is in fact a later work. At any rate, the texts which my 
present study will primarily draw on are. precisely those texts which 
are least controversially attributed to Nagarjuna. That is, in 
addition to the MMK, I shall rely on the Vigrahavyiivartani (anci its 
commentary), the Sunyatiisaptati, the Yukti~a~tikii, the Catu/:Jstava 
(including, most importantly, the Acintyastava and the Lokiititas­
tava) and the Ratniivali. 

I also refer often to the Vaidalyaprakarat:ta and its commentary. 
The attribution of this text to Nagarjuna is perhaps more 
dubious. 30 But I have taken the liberty of using it as a principal 
source, mainly because it contains a detailed early Madhyamaka 
critique of the Nyaya theory of knowledge (pramiit:ta). I have 
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relaxed somewhat in this case my generally conservative views on 
the issue of authorship because there is so much useful information 
in the Vaid/VaidC on early Indian Madhyamaka epistemology, and 
also because the critique of the Nyaya pramiiiJ.a theory in the Vaid/ 
VaidC begs to be compared with the similar critique which occurs 
in the VVIVVC. 

One cannot honestly claim to know that any texts other than the 
MMK are definitely by Nagarjuna, even if they are traditionally 
attributed to him (although one can know that some - in fact, 
many - of the texts traditionally attributed to Nagarjuna are 
certainly not by him). What one can say, however, is that there is a 
group of early Indian texts which is coherent insofar as it teaches a 
set of ideas which canie to be identified as Madhyamaka. Whether 
these texts have one or several authors it is impossible to say, given 
the paucity of extant historical records. That the texts teach a 
basically common philosophical perspective is, however, attested 
by their content. Insofar as this is a philosophical study of a 
particular philosophical perspective, which came to be called 
'Madhyamaka', the issue of the precise dating and authorship of 
these texts is of secondary importance, · the basically shared 
philosophical outlook (regardless of authorship or precise dating) 
being the primary concern. For the purposes of the present study, 
then, I shall be content to refer to the author(s) of the MMK, VVI 
VVC, SS, YS, CS, RV, and Vaid/VaidC as 'Nagarjuna'. 

Notes 

1 See Matilal (1986), pp. 47-50, Hayes (1988), pp. 53-62. 
2 See Inada (1970), Bhattacharya ( 1990). , 
3 See Ruegg (1977) and (1991), Williams (manuscript 2). 
4 See Jackson ( 1987), p. 342, 398. 
5 Dreyfus (1997), p. 459. 
6 Williams (1983), p. 132. 
7 See sTong 294-315. Cabez6n (trans.) ( 1992), pp. 257-272. See also Hopkins 

(1996). 
8 Murti (1960), p. 87. 
9 See Eckel (1980). 

10 See MA VI, 45-97. 
11 See Prj 25, translated in Eckel ( 1980). 
12 See Ruegg (1989). 
13 See Ruegg (1981), pp. 87-100. 
14 See Hookham (1991 ). 
15 See VaidC 1. 
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16 Huntington ( 19!!9) has produced one of the more interesting studies of this 
variety. 

17 Tuck ( 1990), p. I 00. 
Ill Huntington ( 1989), p. 8. 
19 Sec here Williams (manuscript 2) and Hayes (1994). 
20 Hayes (1994), p. 299. 
21 Sec Schopen ( 1987). 
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G. Schopcn (University of Bristol, Centre for Buddhist Studies, June 5, 1997). 
23 Williams ( 1994), p. 976. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Nagarjuna a:11:d Scepticism 

Introduction 

It is my intention to ascertain the nature of knowledge-claims 
about reality (tattva, dharmata) or the ultimate truth (paramartha­
satya), according to Nagaf)una. However, it might be objected at 
the outset that such a project is ill-founded. After all, there are 
various texts attributed to Nagarjuna which appear to stat~ that 
the objective of Madhyamaka is to purge oneself of all pretensions 
to knowledge about the nature of reality. Thus, at VVC 29 
Nagarjuna declares that he does not have any thesis (na mqnfa 
kacidasti pratijfta). Y$ 50a-b states that the great individuals/(che 
ba'i bdag nyid can=mahatman), i.e. the enlightened persons, do not 
have a position (phyogs=pak$a). And, in the MMK, Nagarjuna says 
that, 

sunyata sarvadr$tfnarrz prokta nil?sara1;tarrz jinaii?l 
'ye$li7fl tu sunyatadr$fistanasadhyanbabha$irel/ 

The Victorious Ones proclaimed emptiness to be the remedy 
for all views. But those for whom emptiness is a view were 
declared to be incurable. (MMK XIII, 8). 

On the basis of these statements, it might be thought that 
Nagarjuna is a · sceptic. A number of scholars have in f;1ct 
advocated a sceptical interpretation of Nagarjuna's thought, 1 But 
in order to evaluate this interpretation, it is necessary first to 
ascertain the precise nature of 'scepticism'. 
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The Nature of Scepticism 

Scepticism is characterized by not-knowing. 2 Scepticism may be 
succinctly described as 'lack of knowledge whether x or -x'. The 
sceptic does not know whether x or -x. This is a formulation which 
I will repeat throughout this chapter as the common core of the 
various types of scepticism which I shall discuss. There are two 
components of this formulation which need clarification, however. 
What is meant here by: (i) 'x or -x', and (ii) 'knowledge/know'? 

(i) x here, and throughout this chapter, can mean 'it is the case 
that x exists' or 'it is the case that xis y'. -x here, and throughout 
this chapter, can mean 'it is not the case that x exists' or 'it is not 
the case that xis y'. Thus, one might be a sceptic because one does 
not know whether x exists or x does not exist. Or else one might be 
a sceptic because one does not know whether x is y or x is not y. 
For example, one is sceptical concerning the existence and non­
existence of God if one does not know whether God exists or God 
does not exist. One is sceptical concerning the benevolent quality 
of God if one does not know whether God is benevolent or God is 
not benevolent. In fact, then, the sceptic who does not know 
whether x is y or x is -y is not sceptical about the existence or non­
existence of x. Rather, he is, sceptical about the existence or non-
existence of y as a quality of x. · 

(ii) 'Knowledge' here means, to borrow an expression from 
modern epistemology, justified true belief.3 Which is to say that to 
know x must include proof that x. If I say that I have knowledge 
that God exists, for example, I mean that I have a correct belief 
that God exists, and also that the correctness of this cognition has 
been substantiated. To know -x must)nclude proof that -x. If I say 
that I have knowledge that God does not exist, I mean that I have a 
correct belief that God does not exist, and the correctness of this 
cognition has been substantiated. 

Of course, the moot point here is precisely what is to count as 
proof. It might be argued, for example, that proof means evidence 
which is indubitable. But it can be countered that such a criterion 
for proof is too strict. Perhaps, then, simply good evidence will be a 
sufficient criterion for . proof. (But in this case, it is debatable at 
what point evidence becomes 'good'). I do not want to enter into 
the details of this controversy, but it is as well to be aware that 
what level of justification is required for a true belief to qualify as 
knowledge is debatable. 
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So, the sceptic's claim that he does not know whether x or -x 
means that he does not have proof (whatever precisely he means by 
' proof') that x, and he does not have proof that -x .. Consequently, 
he does not have the means to determine whether a belief that xl-x 
is correct or incorrect. 

Scepticism, Negative Dogmatism, and Positive Dogmatism 

Scepticism must be distinguished from dogmatism, both positive 
and negative. Note that the term 'dogmatism' does not have here 
the pejorative sense of an arrogantly held, unsupported belief. 
Positive dogmatism occurs when 'it is known that x.' For example, 
it is known that the Queen of England is rich. Negative dogmatism . 
occurs when 'it. is known that -x.' For example, it is known that 
the moon is not made of cheese. Thus: 

Positive dogmatism: It is known that x. 
Negative dogmatism: It is known that -x. 
Scepticism: It is not known whether x or -x. 

I contend, then, that any position which accepts, for some 
matter x, that 'it is not known whether x or -x' is sceptical. 
However, not all such sceptical positions are the same. In fact, the 
rubric of genuine scepticism enco~passes a number of different 
positions, all of which, however, accept the basic formulation that 
'it is not known whether x or -x'. Let me explain. 

The Scope ofScepticism 

Scepticism can be of varying scope b'r range. One might be sceptical 
in some matters, but not in others. In this case one's scepticism is 

IJ . 

'local'. Local scepticism is, the(l, compatible with (in fact, 
necessitates) negative and/or : positive dogmatism concerning the 
matters about which one is not sceptical. For example, one might 
consistently uphold: ' · 

'i 
Local scepticism: It is not known whether or not Henry is ill. 
Local positive dogmatism: It is known that the book is red. 
Local negative dogmatism: It is known that the dog is not old. 

(Of course, whether in any particular matter one is a dogmatist or 
a sceptic will partly depend on the criteria which one accepts for 
proof. If, for example, one accepts that only matters about which 
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there is absolute certainty count as knowledge; then one is likely to · 
be sceptical about far more than if one accepts a less stringent 
criterion for proof, such as good (though not indubitable) evidence. 
If I demand absolute certainty, then I am a sceptic about the 
existence of Martians; I do not know (i.e. I am not absolutely 
certain) whether Martians exist or do not exist. If I am content with 
good evidence, then I am a negative dogmatist about Martians; I 
know (i.e. have good evidence) that Martians do not exist). 

However, scepticism also can have an unrestricted (often called 
'global'4 ) form: 

{It is not known whether x or -x) [where x stands for any 
matter whatsoever]. 

Global scepticism states, then, that there is no knowledge 
concerning the existence or non-existence of any matters (be they 
the qualities of entities, or the entities themselves). Global 
scepticism is, obviously, incompatible with negative and positive 
dogmatism. If {it is not known whether x or -x)[where x stands for 
any matter whatsoever] it would be contradictory also to assert 
that, in any specific case of x, there is knowledge of x or knowledge 
of -x. It is global scepticism which is of primary interest to rrie in 
this study. As we shall see, the interpretation of Nagarjuna as a 
sceptic understands his philosophy as a form of global scepticism. 

Undogmatic and Dogmatic Global Scepticism 

Global scepticism might be dogmatic or undogmatic. Whereas all 
global sceptics agree that: 

{It is not known whether x or -x) [where x stands for any 
matter whatsoever]. 

the dogmatic global sceptic asserts that: 

It is known that {it is not known whether x or -x) [where x 
stands for any matter whatsoever], 

whereas the undogmatic global sceptic asserts that: 

{It is not known whether x or -x) [where x stands for any 
matter whatsoever] and this is not a knowledge-claim. 

Undogmatic global scepticism is consistently sceptical. The 
undogmatic, global · sceptic does not even have knowledge of his 
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total lack of knowledge. By contrast, dogmatic, global scepticism is 
inconsistently sceptical. The dogmatic global sceptic, like Socrates, 
has knowledge of his otherwise total lack of knowledge. 

Present Global Scepticism and the Future 

The global sceptical statement 'it is not known whether x or -x 
[where x stands for any matter whatsoever]' is, of course, in the 
present tense. As such, present global sceptici!\m can be conjoined 
with a variety of different positions about the future possibility of 
knowledge whether x or -x [where x stands for any matter 
whatsoever]. Consider, for instance, the following possibilities 
(which, I will show shortly, correspond to Academic and 
Pyrrhonian scepticism respectively): 

(1) (a) It is known that lit is not known whether x or -x) and 
(b) it is known that {it cannot be known whether x or -x) 
[where x stands for any matter whatsoever]. 

(2) (a) {It is not known whether x or -x) and (b) {it is not 
known whether or not it can be known whether x or -x) 
[where x stands for any matter whatsoever]. 
Neither (a) nor (b) is a knowledge-claim. 

(1) is dogmatic, global scepticism about both present and future 
matters. (2) is undogmatic, global scepticism about both present 
and future matters. (2) is a stronger form of scepticism than ( 1 ), 
because (1) - unlike (2) - mitigates its scepticism by making the 
knowledge-claims that nothing is and nothing can be kno.wn. (2), 
by contrast, does not even make these knowledge-claims~ It is 
scepticism through and through. (2) is scepticism par excellence. 
One could not be more sceptical than a proponent of (2) . I shall, 
therefore, call (2) 'radical scepticism'. It is undogmatic, global 
scepticism extended into the future. 

Classical Scepticism 

I have written so far in abstract, ahistorical terms about scepticism. 
But scepticism is an historical phenomenon as well. It has taken 
diverse forms in the course of western philosophy. Broadly 
speaking, there is classical scepticism and modern scepticism. 
Modern scepticism originated in the sixteenth century, with the 
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revival of knowledge of and interest in classical scepticism.-' I shall 
comment here primarily on classical western scepticism (with some 
parenthetical remarks about modern scep'ticism) because, I believe, 
it is here that the apparent parallels with Nagarjuna 's philosophy 
are most striking. 

Classical scepticism is global. Which is to say that the classical 
sceptic claims not to know anything about any phenomena as they 
exist in their real nature (phusei). 6 He does not even know whether 
or not any phenomena have a real nature. In any matter x, the 
classical sceptic does not know whether or not x exists, nor 
whether or not x is y. The classical sceptic does not know, for 
example, whether or not the oak-tree he sees really exists, nor does 
he know whether or not the green oak-tree which he sees is really 
green. So, the classical sceptic maintains that one does not have any 
knowledge (justified true beliefs, in modern epistemological terms) 
about things as they actually are. 

The classical sceptic does not deny that he has subjective 
impressions/experiences (phantasia) of phenomena. He continues 
to acquiesce in these impressions. (It is·this acquiesence which makes 
practical life possible for the sceptic). As Sextus Empiricus writes, 

Those who say that the Sceptics reject what is apparent have 
not, I think, listened to what we say. As we said before, we do 
not overturn anything which leads us, without out willing it, 
to assent in accordance with a passive appearance- and these 
things are precisely what is apparent. 7 

But the classical sceptic does not claim either that these 
impressions correspond to reality, or that they do not correspond 
to reality. He simply does not know, i.e. cannot adequately 
demonstrate, one way or the other. The classical sceptic claims not 
to have proof that any of his impressions are true or false. The 
classical sceptic sees the oak-tree and he accepts that this is his 
subjective experience. He acquiesces in the oak-tree experience. But 
he does noi: claim that his experience does or does not correspond 
to a real oak-tree. And the same principle applies to his entire 
experience of phenomena~ 

lsosthenia and epoche in Classical Scepticism 

How does the classical sceptiC reach his conclusion that he has no 
knowledge whether or not any of his impressions correspond to 
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phenomena in their real nature? The classical sceptic's answer, in 
brief, is that, in every case, there will be conflicting knowledge­
claims, and there will be no good reason for choosing between 
them. Even if one knowledge-claim did appear to be compelling, 
new evidence or circumstances might suggest otherwise in the 
future. Conflicting knowledge-claims are thus in equipollence 
(isosthenia), and there is no way to resolve the dispute. -In which 
case, there is no justification for choosing one of the conflicting 
knowledge-claims as correct, i.e. as a true apprehension of 
phenomena in their real nature. 'The chief constitutive principle 
of scepticism', Sextus Empiricus writes, 'is the claim that to every 
account an equal account is opposed; for it is from this, we think, 
that we come to hold no beliefs.' 8 The impossibility of choosing 
(with good reason) between the various conflicting knowledge­
claims induces the sceptic to suspend judgement (epoche). 9 

(Classical scepticism may be contrasted here with Cartesian 
scepticism. The classical sceptic claims that he does not have 
knowledge because there is unresolved dispute in all matters. In 
other words, for any knowledge-claim, there will be equal evidence 
for opposing knowledge-claims. Thus there is no way to decide 
which of the knowledge-claims is in fact a case of knowledge. By 
contrast, the Cartesian sceptic states that he does not have 
knowledge in matters about which he cannot be certain. For the 
Cartesian sceptic, then, scepticism is a result - not of equal 
evidence for a knowledge-claim and its contrary but rather - of 
lack of certainty. That is, for the Cartesian sceptic, there might be 
much greater evidence for one knowledge-claim than for the 
opposing knowledge-claims, but - insofar as this evidence is not 
sufficient to make the knowledge-claim indubitable - one does not 
have knowledge, and hence scepticism results.) 10 

The classical sceptics present a number of arguments to 
demonstrate the equipollence of opposing knowledge-claims about 
phenomena in their real nature. These arguments are summarized 
as the 'ten modes of Aenesidemus.' All ten modes share a common 
logical structure. It is argued that {x appears y to a}, and {x appears 
z to b or to a at a different time or in different circumstances), 
where {z is incompatible with y}. However, {x cannot in its. real 
nature be both y and z}. But there is no way to know whether {xis 
in its real nature y or z} (if, indeed, it is either). Therefore, one 
should suspend judgement about the real nature of x. For example, 
the first mode is that the same phenomenon will appear differently 

25 



Emptiness Appraised 

to different animals, depending upon their biological composition. 
Thus, a bird's eyes are constructed differently than a lion's; 
therefore the bird will perceive phenomena differently than the 
lion. How is one to know which, if either, of these varying, 
incompatible perceptions corresponds to the perceived phenomen­
on in its real nature? That is, how is one to prove which of these 
perceptions (if either) is correct? The sceptic says that there is no 
such proof, and thus one should suspend judgement. The tenth 
mode states that phenomena appear differently and incompatibly 
to different people depending on their culture and values. Thus, 
actions which are considered good in one culture, or according to 
one system of beliefs, are deemed bad by another culture or system 
of beliefs. There is no way to ascertain which (if either) culture is 
right. Thus, it is, the sceptic argues, impossible to know whether 
the actions in question are good or bad in their real nature. 
Therefore, one should suspend judgement. And so on. 11 

The suspension of judgement is said by the classical sceptic to 
have a dual psychological effect: (i) the cognitive repercussion of 
non-assertion (aphasia). One does not make assertions, i.e. does not 
make knowledge-claims, about phenomena in their real nature, 12 

and (ii) the emotional and volitional repercussion that one possesses 
tranquillity (ataraxia). Sextus Empiricus says that ataraxia follows 
epoche like a shadow follows a body. 13 It is attachment to 
knowledge-claims about phenomena in their real nature, and the 
inevitably disappointing search for knowledge about these phenom­
ena in their real nature, which - according to the classical sceptic -
create mental turmoil. With the cessation of such knowledge-claims 
there will be, according to the classical sceptic, a corresponding 
equanimity. (I note, however, that the classical sceptics' claim here is 
debatable. It does not appear to me to be logically necessary that 
tranquillity follow from suspension of judgement. It would seem to 
be just as plausible that someone who knew/had the impression that 
he knew nothing about phenomena in their real nature would feel 
very insecure and anxious. If it is to work, the sceptics' argument 
that ataraxia follows from epoche must be inductive rather than 
deductive. It might. be that people who suspend judgement do 
experience tranquillity, but one cannot argue a priori that this is the 
case; one would have to examine the evidence.) The mechanics of 
the classical sceptical method are summarized in Table 1. 

Here, then; is an important difference between modern 
scepticism and classical scepticism. The classical sceptic considers 
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aphasia 

isosthenia y epoche y j} 
ataraxia 

Table 1 The classical sceptical method 

his philosophy to have implications for his ·entire life. By contrast, 
the tendency in modern scepticism is to insulate one's scepticism 
from life as a whole. Modern scepticism tends to be, one might say, 
a merely theoretical exercise. Hume, for example, contends that it 
would in fact be impossible to live a sceptical life. Descartes' 
scepticism is methodological, intended as a means to establish a 
secure foundation for science. (The insulation of theory from life as 
a whole is, it may be added, a (pernicious?) tendency, .not only in 
modern scepticism, but in modern philosophy in general); 14 In this 
respect, Nagarjuna is certainly in agreement with · the classical 
sceptic rather than the modern sceptic. That is, Nagarjuna, as a 
practitioner of Buddhism, is not engaging in an insulated, merely 
theoretical pursuit (although, I will argue shortly, the way of life 
which he is advocating is not in fact - despite superficial 
similarities - a sceptical way of life). 

Academic and Pyrrhonian Scepticism 

Roughly speaking, there are two forms of classical scepticism: 
(1) Academic scepticism, and (2) Pyrrhonian scepticismY I say 
'roughly speaking' because, evidently, other classical thinkers 
display sceptical tendencies (one need look no •further than 
Socrates). But it is the Academics and the Pyrrhonians who were 
called sceptics and who had the most explicit and extreme sceptical 
doctrines. 16 

Pyrrhonian scepticism is named after its supposed founder, 
Pyrrho of Elis (c. 360-c. 270 B.C.E.). Academic scepticism is so­
called because of its association for many centuries with the 
Academy founded by Plato. Arcesilaus (c. 318-c. 243 B.C.E.) 
introduced the sceptical influence into the Academy. Our chief 
source for both forms of scepticism, but especially Pyrrhonism, is 
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the Outlines of Pyrrhonism by Sextus Empiricus (who lived no 
earlier than the end of the 2nd century CE). 

Academic scepticism is dogmatic, global scepticism conjoined 
with dogmatic global scepticism about the · future. Pyrrhonian 
scepticism is undogmatic, global sceptic conjoined with undog­
matic, global scepticism about the future. That is, the Pyrrhonian 
sceptic is a radical sceptic. The Academic sceptic contends that he 
knows that phenomena in their real nature (if there is such a thing) 
are not and cannot be known whereas the Pyrrhonian sceptic states 
that: (i) phenomena in their real nature (if there is such a thing) are 
not known, and (ii) he does not know whether or not phenomena 
in their real nature can be known. He is open to the possibility that · 
the phenomena in their real nature might become known in the 
future, but he does not know that this will happen. 17 The word 
'skeptikos' means 'an inquirer', or 'someone who looks, or 
examines' (skopein, skeptesthai). Thus, the pure sceptic, i.e. the 
Pyrrhonian sceptic, has not stopped looking for the truth. He does 
not know whether or not he might find it in the future. But he has 
the impression that he has not found truth as .of yet. By contrast, 
Academic scepticism is mitigated because the Academic sceptic no 
longer looks for the truth, as he claims to know both that the truth 
is and always will be inaccessible. (One wonders, however, how 
seriously one can take the Pyrrhonian's claim that he is still 
searching for the truth. It is hard to conceive of any future situation 
in which a Pyrrhonian would be willing to accept that the truth had 
been found). 18 Furthermore, the Pyrrhonian sceptic says that his 
statement of (i) and (ii) is not itself a knowledge-claim. 

The Academic sceptic, then, makes at least one knowledge­
claim. He claims to know that phenomena are not and cannot be 
known in their real nature, and that it is not and .cannot even be 
known whether or not they have a real nature. 

One mighr, however, object that this exception is arbitrary. Why 
should the Academic sceptic accept one knowledge-claim, i.e. the 
knowledge-claim about knowledge-claims, but not others? And if 
the Academic sceptic admits one type of knowledge, what is there 
to prevent there being other cases of knowledge? 

. I think that the Academic sceptic might reply that the knowl­
edge-claim which he accepts is qualitatively different from the 
knowledge-claims which he rejects. The Academic .sceptic, in 
effect, might make a distinction between first-order knowledge of 
phenomena in their real nature, and second-order knowledge about 
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knowledge of phenomena in their real nature. There is and can be, 
the Academic sceptic claims, no first-order knowledge, but there is 
the second-order knowledge that there is no first-order knowl­
edge.19 

Hankinson thinks that there is such a qualitative distinction. 
There is a clear difference, he argues, between knowledge-claims 
concerning factual matters (phenomena in their real nature), which 
transcend one's subjective experience, and a report of what is 
occurring in one's experience (the knowledge that one does not 
know anything about phenomena in their real nature) .. The 
knowledge of one's lack of knowledge is a matter simply of 
introspection, and requires only access to one's immediately 
available mental contents. 20 

I am not sure, however, that this explanation of the qualitative 
difference works for the Academic sceptic. If one krtows (and does 
not simply have the subjective impression) that one does not know 
anything about phenomena in their real nature, surely this is not 
simply a matter of introspective awareness of mental contents? It 
includes, in addition, a truth-clf}im. One must think nQt simply that 
'it feels like or is my impression that I don't know anything about 
phenomena in their real nature'; rather, one must think that 'it is in 
fact the case that I don't and cannot know anything about 
phenomena in' their real nature.' That is, one must think that 'it is 
true - objectively, demonstrably the case- that I don't and cannot 
know anything about phenomena in their real nature.' One's 
knowledge that one does not know is not simply a matter of 
subjective belief, but of justified (and hence objective) belief. 

I think that the real qualitative difference between first-order 
knowledge and second-order knowledge is a difference in what 
counts as proof. For the Academic sceptic, first-order knowledge­
claims would be proved only if it could be adequately shown that 
they, as opposed to conflicting first-order knowledge-claims, 
correspond to phenomena in their real nature. But, as I have 
explained, the classical sceptic thinks that 110 such proof in any case 
is forthcoming. By contrast, the second-order knowledge-claim is 
proved simply by the lack of proof for all first-order knowledge­
claims. That is, because there is no proof that first-order knowl­
edge-claims apprehend phenomena in their real nature, therefore 
the second-order knowledge-claim that one does not have first­
order knowledge is established. The second-order knowledge-claim 
is, in modern epistemological terminology, a justified true belief 
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that one does not have any justified true beliefs about phenomena 
in t.heir real nature. Far from being arbitrary, the Academic sceptic 
will claim that this second-order knowledge is an entailment of 
one's lack of first-order knowledge. So, perhaps the Academic 
sceptic can, in this way, reply successfully to the charge that he has 
made an .arbitrary exception to his otherwise total scepticism. 

The Pyrrhonian sceptic, by contrast, does not make any 
knowledge-claims.The Pyrrhonian sceptic is not prepared to admit 
that he knows that he does not know phenomena in their real 
nature. Nor is he prepared to admit that he knows that he does not 
know whether or not phenomena can (in the future) be known in 
their real nature. If it is objected that this is incoherent and self­
refuting, the Pyrrhonian sceptic will reply that it is (or, rather, 
appears to him to be!) not so; he is simply being consistently 
sceptical. His belief that he does not know phenomena in their real 
nature, and his belief that he does not know whether or not 
phenomena can be known in their real nature, are simply 
impressions (phantasia) which he is left with on the basis of his 
investigations. He does not claim that he has proof that these 
impressions are true, although he does acquiesce in them.21 Which 
is to say that, the Pyrrhonian sceptic's radical scepticism: 

(a) {It is not known whether x or -xl and (b) {it is not known 
whether or not it can be known whether x or -xl [where x 
stands for any matter whatsoever]. Neither (a) nor (b) is a 
knowledge-claim. 

means: 

It is one's impression that: (a) {it is not known whether x of 
-x} and (b) {it is not known whether or not it can be known 
whether x or -x} [where x stands for any matter' whatsoever]. 

The Pyrrhonian sceptic, then, need not make the distinction 
between first-order and second-order knowledge-claims, for he does 
not think that his impression that he has no knowledge of phenomena 
in their real nature, and his impression that he does not know whether 
or not he can have such knowledge, are knowledge-claims. 

Nagarjuna Interpreted as a Sceptic 

Is Nagarjuna a sceptic? The passages from his works which I have 
quoted at the beginning of this chapter might lead one to believe so: 
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The declarations that Nagarjuna has no views, no thesis or position 
certainly sound Like assertions that he knows nothing at all about 
the how things actually are. Understood in this way, emptiness 
would be a remedy (ni/Jsara1Jam) for views about how things 
actually are. Emptiness would mean, then, that Nagarjuna states 
that he has no knowledge of entities in their real nature. Emptiness 
would be the emptiness of all knowledge-claims concerning how 
things really are. 

At MMK XIII, 8 Nagarjuna says, as we have seen already, 
that those who understand emptiness, which is the remedy for 
views, itself to be a view are incurable (asadhya). This would 
mean, according to a sceptical interpretation of emptiness, either 
that: 

(i) emptiness involves a second-order knowledge-claim about 
views about how things actually are, i.e. it is the knowledge that 
one does not have and cannot have knowledge of how things 
a~tually are. It is when one (mis)understands emptiness to entail a 
knowledge-claim about how things actually are (e.g. emptiness 
means 'there is an Ultimate Reality', emptiness means 'nothing 
exists', even emptiness means 'entities dependently originate') that 
one becomes incurable, or 

(ii) Nagarjuna simply has the impression that he does not know 
and the impression that he does not know whether or not he can 
have knowledge of how things actually are. That is, Nagarjuna 
acquiesces in this impression, but he does not claim that he knows 
that it is true. One becomes incurable when either one: 
(a) (mis)understands emptiness to entail a knowledge-claim about 
how things actually are (as in (i)) or (b) wrongly thinks that 
emptiness means that one knows that one does not and cannot 
know how things actually are. 

(i) corresponds to Academic (dogmatic, global) scepticism, 
whereas (ii) corresponds to Pyrrhonian (undogmatic, global) 
scepticism. 

Like _the sceptic, this interpretation (in either of its varieties) 
would say, Nagarjuna suspends judgement (epoche). Consequently, 
he: (i) does not assert any knowledge-claim about how things 
actually are (this non-assertion is equivalent to aphasia), and 
(ii) achieves tranquillity (ataraxia), free from the disputes and 
emotional turmoil which characterize the pursuit of such knowl­
edge. One might perhaps construe the following passage in such a 
wayt 

31 



Emptiness Appraised 

che ba 'i bdag nyid can de dagl 
rnams Ia phyogs med rtsod pa medl 
gang rnams Ia ni phyogs med pal 
de Ia gzhan phyogs ga Ia yodll 
gang yang rung ba'i gnas rnyed nasi 
nyon mongs sbrul gdug gyo can gyisl 
zin par gyur.te gang gi semsl 
gnas med de dag zi1;1 mi 'gyurll 

The great individuals do not have a position [andJ are without 
disputes. 
How can there be an opposing position for those who do not 
have a position? 
Through acquiring any resting-place one will be destroyed by 
the deceitful poisonous snakes of the afflictions·. 
Those whose minds are without a resting-place will not be 
destroyed. ( Y$ 50-51). 

'Resting-place' is my translation of the Tibetan word 'gnas'. 
Lindtner22 gives 'standpoint'. Lindtner says that the Sanskrit 
original is sthana which, Monier-Williams says,23 can mean 'place 
of standing or staying, any place, spot, locality, abode, dwelling, 
house, site.' Scherrer-Schaub24 suggests that the Sanskrit original 
might be asraya. She gives various possible translations: 'Un "point 
d'appui", un "support", ou une "base" ... un "endroit ou resider", 
une "position" .' According to Monier-Williams,25 'asraya' means 
'that ... on which anything depends or rests . . . the person or thing 
in which any quality or article is inherent ... seat, resting-place ... 
depending on, resting on .. .' 

It is clear that for Nagarjuna a 'gnas' is . what causes the 
afflictions (nyon mongs). The sceptical interpretation of emptiness 
would maintain that it is by having any resting-place, i.e., any 
knowledge-claim, any position (phyogs) which is depended upor.1, 
that one will be destroyed by the afflictions. It is by not having any 
such knowledge-claim that one will not be so destroyed. Because 
the wise man does not have any position, i.e. because he does not 
make any knowledge-claim, he is in opposition to no one, and does 
not engage in disputes. Hence having no 'gnas' is equivalent to 
suspending judgement. 

In support of the sceptical interpretation of Nagarjuna's 
thought, one might also cite the undenia.ble (indeed, striking) 
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formal similarities· between a number of Niigiirjuna's arguments 
and those employed by classical western sceptics. (The purpose of 
these comparisons, it should be noted,' is to suggest a possible 
philosophical similarity between classical scepticism and Nagarju­
na's philosophy. I am not here intet..:sted in the issue ofhistorical 
influence. At any rate, speculations about historical influence 
appear to me to be futile, given the paucity (in fact, complete 
absence!) of reliable evidence). 

For example, the classical western sceptic argues that any attempt . 
to establish a knowledge-claim, i.e. to prove that it- as opposed to 
conflicting knowledge-claims- apprehends phenomena in their real 
nature, will entail an unestablished assumption, an infinite regress or 
circular reasoning.26 Nagiirjuna too,27 in his critiq1,1e of pramii~Ja-s 
(knowledge-episodes) and prameya-s (objects of knowledge), claims 
that attempts to establish the pramiiiJa-s will entail an unestablished 
assumption (if the pramiiiJa-s are held to be self-evident), an infinite 
regress (if the pramiiiJa-s are held to be established by other 
pramii~Ja-s) or circularity (if the pramii~Ja-s are held to be established 
by the prameya-s). Also, Aristocles' summary of Pyrrhonian doctrine 
mentions the sceptics' use of the 'quadrilemma', which has a formal· 
resemblance to the catu~kofi.28 Further, the sceptics use vario~s 
arguments to refute the knowledge of ca"uses (aetiology),29 while 
Nagiirjuna also criticizes a variety of theories of causation.30 In fact, 
the following argument recorded by Sextus Empricus resembles· 
closely Nagarjuna's reasoning that a cause cannot precede, follow, or 
exist simultaneously with its effect: 31 

A cause must either co-subsist with its effect or precede it, or 
exist after its effect has come about. Now to say that a cause 
is brought into existence after the coming about of its effect is 
ridiculous. Nor can it precede its effect; for it is said to be 
thought of relative to it, and they [i.e: the dogmatists] 
themselves say that relatives, insofar as they are relatives, co­
exist and are thought together with one another: Nor can it 
co-exist with it; for if it is to effect it, and if what comes into 
being must come into being by the agency of something 
which already exists, then a cause must first become a cause 
and then in this way produce its effect.32 

Note also the similarity of the following sceptical argument, 
recorded by Sextus Empiricus, which casts doubt on the existenc'e 
of arguments: 
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Thus arguments are composed of statements and compound 
objects cannot exist unless the things from which they are 
composed co-exist with one another (this is clear from beds 
arid the like). But the parts of an argument do not co-exist 
with one another. For when we say the first assumption, 
neither the second assumption not the consequence yet exists; 
when we say the second assumption; the first assumption no 
longer exists and the consequence does not yet exist; and 
when we utter the consequence, its assumptions no longer 
subsist. Therefore the parts of an argument do not co-exist 
with one another. Hence arguments will seem to be unreal. 33 

with this passage, refuting the Naiyayika parts (avayava) of the 
syllogism," from the VaidC: 

gang gi tshe dam bca' ba brjod pa de'i tshe gtan tshigs Ia sogs 
pa medIa gtan tshigs brjod pa na yang dam bca' Ia s6gs pa 
med dol de'i phyir gtan tshigs Ia sogs pa dag yod pa ma yin 
noi 

When the thesis is uttered, the reason, etc [i.e. the other parts 
of the syllogism] do not exist, and when the reason is uttered, 
the thesis, etc do not exist. Therefore, the reason, etc do not 
exist. (VaidC 48). 

This represents a selection of some of the formal parallels 
between Nagarjuna's philosophy and classical scepticism. No 
doubt further examples could be cited.-34 

A Refutation of the Sceptical Interpretation 

Nevertheless, Nagarjuna is not a sceptic. Why not? 

Nagarjuna's Knowledge-Claim 

Nagarjuna's assertions that he has no view/position/thesis must be 
seen in the context of his philosophy as a whole. One finds 
repeatedly throughout Nagarjuna's works35 that his basic philoso­
phical position "is that entities (bhiiva) lack svabhiiva. Nor is 
Nagarjuna averse to asserting overtly that this position entails a 
knowledge-claim: 
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skye ba shes pas 'jig pa shes/ 
'jig pa shes pas mi rtag shes/ 
mi rtag nyid Ia 'jug shes pas/ 
dam pa'i chos kyang rtogs pa,r .'gyur/1 

By the knowledge · of arising, destruction is known. 
By the knowledge ofdestruction, impermanence is known, 
and by the knowledge which penetrates into impermanence, 
the supreme doctrine [that all entities lack svabhiiva] is 
understood. (Y$ 22). 

dngos Ia mkhas pa rnams kyis nil 
dngos po mi rtag bslu ba'i chos/ 
gsog dang stong pa bdag med pal 
rnam par dben zhes bya bar mthong/1 

Those who know reality see that entities are impermanent, 
deceptive phenomena, vain, empty, selfless, and isolated. 
(Y$ 25). 

('Isolated' translates rnam par dben which is itself a translation 
of vivikta. Vivikta has a ·range of meanings in Buddhist thought, 
but in the present context it is used, I think, as a synonym for 
sunya. Candrakirti's commentary on this passage (Y$V 25), says 
that 'isola'ted' (dben) here means 'empty' (stong pa)). 

The ultimate truth . (paramiirthasatya) is, Nagarjuna says, that 
all entites are empty, i.e. without svabhiiva: 

dngos po thams cad rang bzhin gyisl 
stong pa yin pas dngo$ rnams kyil 
rten 'byung de ni de bzhin gshegs/ 
mtshungs pa med pas nye bar bstan/1 
dam pa'i don ni der zad dol 

Since all entities are empty of svabhiiva, the incomparable 
tathiigata taught the dependent origination of entities. The 
ultimate (paramiirtha) is no more than that [literally, 'is 
exhausted in that'). (SS 68-69a) · 

As I will show in greater detail in chapter 4, emptiness (the 
absence of svabhiiva of entities) appears to mean both that entities 
are dependently arisen (pratftyasamutpanna), and that they do not 
have foundational existence (dravyasat). Which is to say that all 
dependently arisen entities have merely conceptually constructed 
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existence (prajfiaptisat). Thus entities which dependently arise are 
like a dream, a reflection, etc. 

Emptiness is thus essentially an ontological doctrine, rather than 
an attack on all knowkdge-claims. It states something about how 
things actually are. Namely, it states that all entities have a 
dependently arisen and conceptually constructed existence; an 
existence without svabhava. · 

Although primarily an ontological . teaching, emptiness does 
have epistemological implications, but these are implications which 
follow from the fact that entities are in reality without svabhiiva. 
Thus, an epistemological implication of the ontological doctrine of 
emptiness is that views/positions/theses which assert the existence 
of entities with svabhiiva are false, and the assertion that entities 
are universally dependent arisings (and are, furthermore, con­
ceptual constructs) is true: 

gcmg dag brten nas dngos po rnams/ 
chu yi zla ba Ita bur nil 
yang dag ma yin log min par/ 
'dod pa de dag bltas mi 'phrog/1 

Those who assert dependent entities 
to be neither real nor false, 
like the moon in water, 
are not carried away by views. (Y$ 45). 

This passage implies, it would seem, that 'views' (blta=dr~ti) 
are knowledge-claims which assert that entities have svabhava. 
(See also YSV 45, in which Candrakirti makes it abundantly clear 
that entities exist like the moon in water, and are neither real nor 
false, in the sense that they lack svabhava). These include both 
doctrines that assert that (any) entities exist in an independent, 
permanent manner, and also those Buddhist doctrines which 
assert that all entities dependently originate, but that (at least 
some of) these entities are drcwyasat. ~6 When Nagarjuna says 
that he does not have a view/position/thesis, this means that he 
does not have a view/position/thesis which asserts the svabhiiva 
of entities. But Nagarjuna does uphold the position that entities 
lack svabhava. Unlike the sceptic, for whom there is no 
knowledge of phenomena in their real nature, Nagarjuna 
contends that there can be knowledge of entities in their real 
nature. Emptiness is not a doctrine which denies that there is 
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knowledge. Entities as they really are exist without svabhiiva, 
and this is knowable. 

It strikes me, furthermore, that when Nagarjuna claims that he 
knows that all entities lack svabhiiva, he is using the term 
'knowledge' in a very strong sense. Nagarjuna thinks that it is 
indubitably correct that entities ·lack svabhiiva. He. does not mean 
merely that there is good evidence, or it is quite likely, that all 
ent.ities lack svabhiiva. His proclamations have the ring of certainty 
about them - there is no tentativeness or suggestion that the truth 
might be otherwise. Entities lack svabhiiva - this is how things 
actually are (as seen, according to Nagarjuna, by the Buddha), not 
how things quite probably are! See here especially AS 41, in which 
Nagarjuna describes emptiness (sunyatii) as the 'incontrovertible 
(avisarrzviidin) truth (bhutam).' 

A Non-Sceptical Reading of MMK XIII, 8 

As I have already explained, Nagarjuna states, at MMK XIII,8, that 
emptiness is the remedy for all views, but that those who take 
emptiness to be itself a view are incurable. This does not .mean, as the 
sceptical interpretation in both its varieties ((i) and (ii) explained on 
p. 31) claims, that one becomes incurable if one misunderstands 
emptiness to .entail a knowledge-claim about how things actually 
are. Nor does Nagarjuna mean, as the radical (Pyrrhonian) sceptical 
interpretation ((ii) above) will further claim, that one becomes 
incurable if one considers emptiness to mean that one knows that 
one does not and cannot know how things actually are. 

On the contrary, empriness is a negative dogmatic assertion 
about how things actually are. Nagarjuna claims to know that the 
real nature of entities is that they do not have svabhiiva. This 
negative dogmatism implies, it seems, a corresponding positive 
dogmatic. assertion, viz. that there are entities which exist without 
svabhava, i.e. which have a merely conceptually constructed 
existence. Nagarjuna claims to know that there are no entities 
with svabhava, and he knows that there are entities without 
svabhava. 

Emptiness is an incurable view, according to my interpretation, 
if it is misunderstood by falling into either of the two extremes of 
nihilism or· eternal ism. 37 The nihilist would misunderstand empti­
ness to mean that entities do not exist (Tather than that entities with 
svabhava do not exist). As Nagarjuna says, · 
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vinasayati durjiziito dharma 'yamavipascitaml 
niistitadr?tisamale yasmiidasminnimajjati/1 

This teaching [i.e. emptiness], poorly understood, ruins the 
unwise man. In this way he sinks down into the filth of the 
nihilist view. (RV 11,19). 

The eternalist misunderstanding, one might speculate, could have a 
gross and a subtle form. Emptiness might be misunderstood as an 
Absolute Reality. (See here Nagarjuna's famous statement (at MMK 
XXV, 19) that there is no difference (viie?a) between nirviit:~a and 
sa'tlsiira. This might mean, then, that nirvii1Ja is the true nature of 
cyclic existence, viz. its absence of svabhiiva, rather than being a non­
dependently originating Absolute Reality which is separate from the 
dependently originating world). Or, more subtly, although it might be 
understood that emptiness means that entities dependently originate, 
it might not be understood that emptiness also means that 
dependently originating entities are one and all conceptual constructs. 

A Non-Sceptical Reading of Y$ 50-51 

Earlier in this chapter (see pp. 31-32), I gave a sceptical reading of 
Y$ 50-5L However, I would strongly contest this sceptical 
interpretation of these verses. Nagarjuna says that it is through 
having a resting-place (gnas) that one is destroyed by afflictions 
(nyon mongs). I would argue that a 'gnas' is not, as the sceptical 
interpretation says, a knowledge-claim. On the contrary, a 'gnas' is 
in fact any entity with svabhiiva (in the Abhidharma sense of 
foundational, more-than-conceptually-constructed existence (dra­
vyasat)) That is, a 'gnas' is any svabhiiva-endowed entity which is 
depended on by or is the basis for entities which do not have 
svabhiiva. The (false) position (phyogs) that there are such entities 
with svabhiiva is, according to Nagarjuna, what causes the 
afflictions. (Believing entities to have svabhiiva, one gets attached, 
etc to them). It is thus the knowledge that there are no such entities 
with svabhava which destroys the afflictions. Disputes arise 
between people who believe. in the svabhiiva of entities and hold 
opposing positions about these . svabhiiva-endowed entities. The 
person who reali;z;es that entities do not have svabhiiva does not get 
caught up in s~ch disputes. He sees that entities are in fact unreal 
(conceptual constructs), and are thus not worth arguing about. 
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My interpretation is supported by Candrakirti's commentary on 
this verse, which makes it clear that it is the belief in the svabhiiva 
of entities which causes the afflictions, 

gang dag gzugs Ia sogs pa'i rang bzhin dmigs kyang nyon 
mongs pa rnams spang du rung bar 'dod pa de dag Ia ni nyon 
mongs pa rnams spang bar 'gyur ba med dol 

Whoever claims that it is possible to abandon the afflictions 
although apprehending the svabhiiva of form, etc, they 
cannot abandon the afflictions. ( YSV 51). 

Candrakirti does not say that it is knowledge-claims which 
cause the afflictions. On the contrary, his statement would seem to 
imply that it is the knowledge that entities lack svabhiiva which 
brings an end to the afflictions. 

There is further evidence for my non-sceptical interpretation of 
YS 50-51 at YS 46-49. Here Nagarjuna states quite clearly that it 
is the ignorance of emptiness, i.e. the absence of svabhiiva of 
entities, which produces the afflictions (nyon mongs) and, 
consequently, 'disputes (rtsod pa). It is the knowledge of emptiness 
which puts an end to afflictions and, consequently, disputes. This is 
certainly · by contrast with the classical sceptic, who abstains from 
disputes (aphasia) and achieves tranquillity (ataraxia) (comparable 
here, perhaps, to the absence of afflictions) by means of his 
knowledge/impression of his lack of knowledge of reality. 

The Non-Sceptical Purpose of Nagarjuna's Method 
of Argumentation 

There is another consideration. The classical sceptic, as I have 
explained, employs various arguments in order to demonstrate the 
equipollence (isosthenia) of all knowledge-claims. In every case, 
there will be conflicting knowledge-claims, and there will be no 
adequate justification for choosing between them. It is this 
technique which is Intended to produce suspension of judgement 
(epoche), and, consequently, non-assertion (aphasia) and tranquil­
lity (ataraxia). But there is no similar method present in 
Nagarjuna's texts. The arguments which Nag;irjuna presents are 
not 'intended to demonstrate that there is equally good evidence for 
conflicting knowledge-claims. On the contrary, Nagarjuna invari­
ably refutes the views of his opponents which he examines. For 
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example, in the first verse of the MMK, Nagarjuna states his 
position that, 

na svato napi parato na dvabhyarrz napyahetutal?l 
utpannii jiitu vidyante bhiiviiiJ kvacana kecana. 

No entities whatsoever exist - anywhere, at any time - arisen 
from themselves, from others, from both [self and others], or 
from no cause. (MMK I,l). · 

Nagarjuna does not say that there are equally good reasons for 
asserting that entities originate in each of these four ways, and 
therefore he does not know in which way entities originate. He 
does not suspend his judgement. On the contrary, his point is that 
entities do not originate in any of these four ways. Here one must 
understand, I think, that Nagarjuna means that entities with 
svabhava do not originate in any of these four ways. And, as there 

. is no other conceivable way in which their origination might occur, 
therefore there are no entities with svabhava. There is no sceptical 
doubt i·n this statement. Nagarjuna is not unsure about whether or 
not entities (with svabhava) originate in any of these four ways. 
Nagarjuna's statement is a negative dogmatic knowledge-claim. 
Nagarjuna claims to know that entities (with svabhava) do not 
originate in ·any of these four ways (and, therefore, entities (with 
svabhiiva) do not exist), and his a-rguments are intended to provide 
the justification which makes his statement a case of knowledge. 38 

Nagarjuna is no sceptic. His arguments are not designed to show 
that knowledge is impossible. On the contrary, they are designed to 
produce the knowledge that entities lack svabhiiva. 

A Final Objection Considered 

It might be objected that I have demonstrated only that Nagarjuna 
is not a sceptic in the sense of classical scepticism. Perhaps, the 
objection might continue, Nagarjuna's philosophy is similar to 
some form of modern philosophical scepticism. However, it would 
seem that modern philosophical . scepticism in its diverse forms 
shares with classical scepticism the essential characteristic of 'not 
knowing'. For example, Descartes' methodological · doubt is 
sceptical insofar as he doubts his ability to know the external 
world, etc. Hume's philosophy is sceptical in that he does not think 
that one has any knowledge of anything beyond one's impressions 
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and ideas. And so on. 39 It is precisely this basic characterisitic of 
scepticism - modern as well as classical - which is absent in 
Nagarjuna's philosophy. Nagarjuna is confident that he knows how 
things actually are. He is, then, profoundly unsceptical. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Non-Conceptuality and 
Kno-wledge of Reality 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter I have argued against the interpretation that 
Nagarjuna's epistemology is a form of scepticism concerning the 
ultimate truth (paramarthasatya), or reality (tattva, dharmata). 
Instead, I have maintained, Nagarjuna claims to know that the 
nature of reality is the absence of svabhava of all entities. Nagarjuna's 
declarations that he has no view/position/thesis are to be understood 
as statements that he has no view/position/thesis which asserts ~hat 
entities have svabhava. But, I have claimed, he does make the truth­
bearing statement that entities are - in reality - without svabhava. 

There appears, however, to be a problem with this interpreta­
tion. There is a number of passages in texts attributed to Nagarjuna 
in whkh it is stated that reality is (in some sense) non-conceptual 
and inexpressible (for now I leave the issue of the exact meaning of 
'non-conceptual' and 'inexpressible' undetermined). Most fa­
mously, this point is made in the MMK, 

nivrttamabhidhatavyarrt nivrtte cittagocare/ 
anutpanniiniruddha hi nirvii1Jamiva dharmatii/1 

When the domain of thought has ceased, the named object 
has ceased. Indeed, like nirvii1Ja, the true nature of things is 
without origination, without cessation. (MMK XVIII, 7). 

aparapratyayarrt siintarrt prapaiicairaprapaiicitarrtl 
nirvikalpamaniinarihametattattvasya lak~a7Jam// 
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Not dependent on another, calm, not diffused by conceptual 
diffusion, free from conceptual discrimination, without 
diversity - this is the description of reality. (MMK XVIII, 9). 

Similar declarations are made in the LS, 

lak?yalak?at:zanirmuktarrz viigudiiharavarjitam/ 
Siintarrz jagadidarrz dmarrz bhavatii jfianacak$U$ii// 

You [the Buddha], having the eye of knowledge, saw this world 
- which is free from characterized objects and characteristics, 
without expression by words- as calm. (LS 12). 

animittamanagamya mok?o nasti tvamuktavan/ 
atastvaya mahayane tatsakalyena desitam/1 
yadavaptarrz maya puf}yarrz stutva tvarrz stutibhajanam/ 
nimittabandhanapetarrz bhuyattenakhilarrz jagat/1 

You have said that without entering into the signless there is 
not liberation. Therefore you comprehensively taught it in the 
Mahayana. May the whole world become free from the bond 
of signs, by means of the merit obtained by me, having 
praised you, the worthy recipient of praise! (LS 27-28). 

While the AS states that, 

astiti sasvati dr?tirnastftyucchedadarsanam/ 
tenantadvayanirmukto dharma 'yarrz desitastvayal 
catu?kotivinirmuktastena dharmastvayodital?l 
vijiianasyapyavijiieya vacarrz kimuta gocaral?/1 

'It exists' is the eternalist view. 'It does not exist' is the nihilist 
doctrine. Therefore, you [the Buddha] taught this dharma, 
which is free from [these] two extremes. Thus, you declared 
dharma-s to be free from th.e four positions. They are 
unknowable even to consciousness, how much less are they 
the domain of words? (AS 22-23). 

bhavabhavadvayatitamanatitarrz ca kutracitl 
na ca jiianarrz na ca jiieyarrz na casti na ca nasti yat/1 
yanna caikarrz na canekarrz nobhayarrz na ca nobhayam/ 
analayamathavyaktamacintyamanidarsanam/1 
yarmodeti na ca vyeti nocchedi na ca sasvatam/ 
tadakasapratfkasarrz niik?arajiiiinagocaram/1 
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That which has gone beyond the duality of existence and non­
existence, but has not gone beyond to anywhere, is neither 
knowledge nor an object of knowledge, is neither existing nor 
not existing; that which is neither one nor many, not both [one 
and many] nor neither [one nor many], is without basis, is, 
moreover, unmanifest, inconceivable [and] incomparable; that 
which does not appear and is not concealed, is neither 
annihilated nor eternal - that, similar to space, is not the 
domain of words and knowledge. (AS 37- 39). 

I do not want to comment at this point on the precise meaning 
of . these and other similar passages. However, they clearly 
communicate that for Nagarjuna reality, and hence presumably 
knowledge of reality, is in some sense beyond concepts and 
inexpressible. 

Why does this appear to be a problem for my interpretation of 
Nagarjuna's philosophy? I have claimed that, according to 
Nagarjuna, reality is the absence of svabhiiva of entities. The true 
nature of entities is that they do not have, they are empty of, 
svabhava. In which case my interpretation entails that knowledge 
of reality is both conceptual and expressible. That is, 'all entities 
are without svabhava' is both a conception of and a statement 
about the true nature of things. It would appear, then, that my 
interpretation of Nagarjuna's theory of knowledge of reality 
contradicts what Nagarjuna's texts themselves say about this 
knowledge. Yet, as I have already shown, these texts also often 
assert that the nature of reality is the absence of svabhava of 
entities. In which case the contradiction would appear to exist in 

.Nagarjuna's texts themselves. That is, Nagarjuna's texts express 
both that the ultimate truth/reality is the absence of svabhava of 
entities, and that the ultimate truth/reality is beyond conceptions 
and inexpressible. Is this contradiction real or merely apparent? If 
the contradiction is to be resolved, one must give an account of 
how it is that reality is correctly known by the conception and 
statement that 'all entities ~re without svabhiiva', yet reality is also 
beyond conceptuality and language. 

It is my intention in this chapter to explain and assess two 
distinct ways in which this apparent contradiction might be 
resolved. I shall call these two distinct resolutions of the apparent 
contradiction interpretation (1) and imefpretation (2). These two 
interpretations are not only distinct but also they are incompatible. 
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Which is to say that it would be contradictory to hold both 
interpretation ( 1) and interpretation (2). I shall argue that, 
although interpretation (1) and interpretation (2) are plausible 
readings of texts attributed tO Nagarjuna, interpretation (2) is 
probably closer to Nagarjuna's intentions. However, I shall also 
argue that both interpretation (1) arid interpretation (2) entail 
serious philosophical difficulties. It is not clear to me, then, that 
either interpretation (1) or interpretation (2) is a philosophically 
successful resolution of the apparent contradiction in Nagarjuna's 
statements that there is conceptual, expressible knowledge of 
reality, and that reality is beyond conceptualization and inexpres­
sible. 

Conceptualizability and Expressibility 

Before I begin, however, there is a point which needs some 
clarification. I have been saying that, for Nagarjuna, reality is in 
some sense beyond both concepts and words. But what exactly is 
the relationship between concepts and words here? The issues of 
the conceptualizability and the expressibility of reality are clearly 
intimately linked. It might be suggested, then, that in fact concepts 
and words are identical. However, there seems to be a strong case 
for a real distinction between concepts and words. For there is the 
case of 'not being able to find the right words to express one's 
ideas' (there may be, as Evans 1 says, 'a gap between what a speaker 
says and the thought he has in his mind'). Also, there is the fact that 
different words can express the same concept. Further, words can 
in certain situations (e.g. the young child or the parrot) be uttered 
without expressing any concept whatsoever. It might be countered 
that such utterances are not really words, but rather 'meaningless 
sounds'. However, if a sound only becomes a word by being 
attached to, or expressive of, a concept, then this demonstrates that 
a word is not the concept, but rather the vocal (or sub-vocal) 
expression of the concept. Finally there is the case of people who 
can certainly have concepts, but who cannot speak at all. 

It seems true to say that words are founded on concepts, insofar 
as a word is an expression of a concept. And it may be that a 
conceptis always potentially expressible as a word, even if it is not 
actually expressed; or if it is instead expressed in a non-linguistic 
way (e.g. by a gesture). Concepts are not identical with words but 
they do seem to be transparent to words. Words are not identical 
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with concepts, but there is · no word if a sound fails to express a 
concept. 

Thus, in the context of the present study, a conceptualizable 
reality would be always (potentially) expressible linguistically. 
And, an unconceptualizable reality would necessarily be inexpres­
sible. (I am not, however, claiming that Nagarjuna himself was 
aware of this relationship between concepts and words). 

Interpretation (1): Non-Conceptual Knowledge ofan 
U nconceptualizable Reality 

One way to overcome the apparent contradiction is by means of an 
equivocation in the term 'reality'. It is unavoidably contradictory 
to state that 'it is the case that there is conceptual knowledge of 
reality and it is not the case that there is conceptual knowledge of 
reality' if the affirmation and the negation is of 'conceptual 
knowledge of reality' in the same sense. However, it is not 
contradictory to state that 'it is the case that there is conceptual 
knowledge of reality in one sense of the •term "reality"' and 'it is 
not the case that there is conceptual knowledge of reality m 
another sense of the term "reality"'. 

The point might be expressed as follows: 

There is {conceptual knowledge of reality} and there is not 
{conceptual knowledge of reality} = a contradiction. 

There is conceptual knowledge of {reality}! and there is not 
conceptual knowledge of {realityh =I= a contradiction. 

If this is the case, then what is required is a delineation of the 
different senses of the term 'reality'. Interpretation ( 1) says that on 
this basis one might hold together, without contradiction, 
Nagarjuna's claims that there both is and ts not conceptual 
knowledge of reality. 

According to interpretation (1 ), reality1 is the absence of 
svabhava of entities. Thus, reality1 is conceptualizable, and is the 
object of the conceptual knowledge that 'entities are without 
svabhava.' Which is to say that the conception and statement that 
'entities are without svabhava' is a true conception and statement. 
This conception and statement accurately apprehends reality1• This 
explains why it is that Nagarjuna not infrequently declares the 
ultimate truth to be the absence of svabhava of entities2

• 
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By contrast, as the passages quoted above suggest (see pp. 45-47), 
reality2 is unconceptualizable. Something. which is unconceptualiz­
able cannot be conceptualized. Reality2 is therefore not a possible 
object of conceptual knowledge. In fact, according to interpreta­
tion ( 1 ), reality2 can only be apprehended by non-conceptual 
knowledge. According to interpretation (1), there is an extra­
ordinary cognitive faculty (tattvajfiiina), non-conceptual in nature, 
which apprehends an unconceptualizable reality2• (I leave aside for 
the moment the troublesome issue of the intelligibility, of 'non­
conceptual knowledge of unconceptualizable reality2.') Thus, 

Interpretation ( 1) = There is conceptual knowledge of 
{realityh and there is not conceptual knowledge of {realityh. 
There is non-conceptual knowledge of {realityh. 

Note that interpretation ( 1) is not sceptical about reality2• It 
does not say that there is not knowledge of reality2• More precisely, 
it claims that reality2 is not to be known conceptually but that 
reality2 is to be known non-conceptually. Interpretation (1) rests, 
then, on a distinction between two means of knowledge, viz. 
knowledge by means which are conceptual (and expressible) versus 
knowledge by means which are non-conceptual (and inexpressi­
ble). Interpretation ( 1) states that in the matte'r of reality2 there is 
no knowledge by means which are conceptual, but there is 
knowledge by means which are non-conceptual. (This of course 
raises the philosophical problem of what a non-conceptual means 
of knowledge might be. I shall discuss this issue shortly). 

Interpretation (1) might derive textual support from Bhavavi­
veka's teaching that the ultimate (don dam pa) has two aspects 
(rnam pa gnyis), viz. the ultimate which cannot be specified (rnam 
grangs rna yin pa'i don dam) and the ultimate which can be 
specified (rnam grangs kyi don dam). The first aspect is, he says, 
among other things; supramundane ('jig rten las 'das pa), without 
impurity (zag pa med pa) and without conceptual diffusion (spros 
pa med pa). The second aspect is described by Bhavaviveka as, 
along with various other appellations, (the object of?) pure 
mundane knowledge (dag pa 'jig rten · pa'i ye shes), and having 
conceptual diffusion (spros . pa dang bcas pa). It is this second 
aspect of the ultimate, Bhavaviveka says, which is expressed by his 
thesis (dam bca') or position (phyogs) that all entities are without 
svabhiiva. The first aspect of the ultimate, being beyond conceptual 
diffusion, is inexpressible by means of a thesis. It is, he claims, 
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beyond the extremes (mtha') of existence (yod pa) and non­
existence (med pa). 3 

Perhaps the implication here is that all concept~alization takes 
place in accordance with the notions of existence and/or non­
existence. That is - to employ the. formulation ofte.n referred to as 
the catu~koti (see AS 23, quoted and translated on p. 46)- x exists, 
does not exist, both exists and does not exist, or neither exists nor 
does not exist. There are no other conceptual possibilities. To claim 
that the ultimate (in its unspecifiable aspect) is beyond the 
categories of e~istence and non-existence is, it would appear, to 
place it beyond the reach of conceptual knowledge. Existence and 
non-existence is the basic duality in terms of which the conceptual 
mind functions. To go beyond this duality is to attain a gnosis of a 
reality which transcends conceptualization. 

This sort of understanding of Madhya~aka has certainly had 
numerous proponents. In Chinese Madhyamaka, Chih-tsang (458-
522), for example, declares that the ultimate t.ruth transcends all 
verbalization, because .it transcends the catu~koti.4 In Tibetan 
Madhyamaka, there is a rather similar intetpretation of Madhya­
maka referred to as the yod min med min (not existen~e, not non­
existence) position. 5 

S~e also the modern rNying rna scholar Mi pham rgya mtsho 
(1846-1912). Williams writes that, 

For Mi pham any suggestion of going beyond entity and 
negation, x and not-x, is a chance to introduce a third value 
which .in its very impossibility as that which is neithe.r of two 
contradictories forces the mind to a new level beyorid which 
there can be none higher, the level of the Great Madhyamaka;' 
the level of that gnosis which is the calming of all verbal 
differentiations (spros pa thams cad zhi ba'i ye shes).6 

What is more, Williams notes that Mi pham quotes from the 
MMK in support of his position. Mi pham cites the following 
passage, 

astfti sasvatagraho nasftyucchedadarsana1fZ/ 
tasmadastitvanastitve nasfyeta vicak~a1;zaf;/l 

'It exists' is the grasping of permanence. 'It does not exist' is 
the view of annihilatiori. Therefore, the wise man should not 
depend on existence or non-existence. (MMK XV, 10). 
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There is also the following passage in the RV (though it is not 
cited by Mi pham): 

dharmayautakamityasmanniistyastitvavyatikramam/ 
viddhi gambhiramityuktarrz buddhaniirrz siisanamrtarrz/1 

Therefore, know the unique doctrine transcending non­
existence and existence, the ambrosia which is the Buddhas' 
teaching called 'profound'. (RV I, 62). 

The Unconceptualizable Reality -
Immanent or Transcendent? 

But what precisely is reality2? It seems that there is a basic 
ambiguity in the sense of the term. Is the non-conceptual 
knowledge a knowledge of an unconceptualizable reality2 which 
is the true nature of entities? Or is the non-conceptual knowledge a 
knowledge of an unconceptualizable reality2 which is transcendent 
to, i.e. quite other than, .entities? The two possibilities might be 
placed in opposition as follows: How entities really are is 
unconceptualizable, known only by non-conceptual knowledge, 
versus an unconceptualizable Absolute Reality - known only by 
non-conceptual knowledge - which is placed apart from the world 
of dependently originating entities. Thus, interpretation (1) might 
be understood in (at least) two divergent ways: 

(la) There is conceptual knowledge of {reality} 1 [=the 
absence of svabhava of entities] and there is not conceptual 
knowledge of {realityh [ = the unconceptualizable true nature 
of entities]. There is non-conceptual knowledge of reality2. 

(lb) There is conceptual knowledge of {reality}t [= the absence 
of svabhava of entities] and there is not conceptual knowledge 
of {realityh [= the unconceptualizable Absolute Reality, placed 
apart from the world of dependently originating entities]. There 
is non-conceptual knowledge of realitY2· 

The distinction here is between an unconceptualizable reality 
which is immanent, as the innermost nature of the world of 
dependently originating entities (la), and an unconceptualizable 
reality which .is transcendent to these dependently originating entities 
(lb). In both cases, however, reality!> the absence of svabhavci of 
entities, is a surface-level sort of reality. It is reality in a provisional 
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sense. Reality 1 is, according to these interpretations, the object of 
what Bhavaviveka calls 'pure mundane knowledge' (dag pa 'jig rten 
fJa'i ye shes) . It is taught for those who are not able yet to know 
reality2 (which, according to these i.nterpretations, Bhavaviveka calls 
the supramundane ('jig rten las 'das pa) ultimate) because of spiritual 
ineptitude. Perhaps also reality 1 is taught in order to facilitate the 
transactional, worldly or conventional (vyavahara) conduct of those 
who have realized reality2.. That is, the true nature of entities or the 
transcendent Absolute is unconceptualizable, but in order for those 
who know reality2 to continue to .act in the world it is necessary for 
them to view entities as without svabhava. 

As I shall explain in more detail later, however, the notion of two 
realities - one final and unconceptualizable, the other provisional 
and conceptualizable - is surely problematic . For the relationship 
between these two realities appears to be obscure. (Not to mention 
the perplexing difficulty concerning what sense if any can be made 
of an unconceptualizable reality- be it the true nature of entities or 
a transcendent Absolute). But more about this shortly. 

Is Interpretation (1) Supported By Textual Evidence? 

It appears to me that, if Nagarjuna is upholding interpretation (1), 
it is probably of type (la) rather than type (lb). There is no textual 
ev idence to support (lb). There is no indication given by 
Nagarjuna that he is referring to an Absolute Reality, placed apart 
from the dependently originating world. On the contrary, several of 
the passages which I have quoted above (see pp. 45-47) state 
explicitly that the reality being described is precisely the true nature 
of entities. It is, Nagarjuna declares, this world (jagadidam) which 
is free from characterized objects and characteristics (lak­
$yalak?at:zanirmuktam), without expression by words (viigudahiir­
avarjitam). It is dharma-s- i.e. the basic constituents of existence­
which are said to be free from the four positions (catu?koti), not 
some reality placed elsewhere. And Nagarjuna states that the 
domain. of thought (cittagocara) and, hence, the named object 
(ahhidhatavya) have ceased with respect to the dharmatii - a term 
used in Mahayana Buddhism, as Griffiths notes, 7 to denote the true 
nature of the dharma-s themselves . The impression which these 
passages give, then, is of an unconceptualizable reality which is the 
true nature of the entities of the dependently originating world, not 
some transcendent Absolute. 
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It seems undeniable that the verses from Nagarjuna's texts 
which I have already quoted and translated at the beginning of this 
chapter might be understood as an assertion of an unconceptualiz­
able reality, i.e. the true nature of entities, accessible only to non­
conceptual knowledge. Further, when Nagarjuna says that he has 
no view, no position, no thesis, one might take this to mean that the 
true nature of entities is not amenable to conceptualization and 
expression. As Lang writes, 

The Madhyamikas use logic and the techniques of argum­
entation to expose the limitations of their opponents' theories. 
Their critique of other philosophical positions is intended to 
demonstrate the inability of language to express ultimate truth, 
not to supplant one thesis by another. 8 

It is also the case that the quite common statements by 
Nagarjuna which declare that the absence of svabhiiva of entities 
is · the ultimate truth might conceivably be interpreted as a 
provisional statement of the ultimate truth - to be finally replaced 
by a non-conceptual knowledge of the unconceptualizable true 
nature of entities. (Although, it must be admitted, this would be 
very much an interpretation. There is no explicit textual evidence 
in these passages that this is what Nagarjuna in fact meant.) 
Nagarjuna's verses are malleable, it must be acknowledged, and it 
does seem possible to mold them into a shape which fits 
interpretation (1). If one wants to find an unconceptualizable 
reality, known only by a non-conceptual knowledge, in Nagarju­
na's writings it is quite possible to understand some of his 
statements in such a manner. And, with some effort and ingenuity, 
there is usually some way to accommodate statements by 
Nagclrjuna which seem to contradict this interpretation. 

This having been said, interpretation (1) does not appear to me 
to be the most plausible reading of Nagarjuna's texts. It should be 
noted that explicit statements which might be construed to support 
the 'unconceptualizable reality' thesis ·are not very common in 
Nagarjuna's writings (though they certainly do occur). Might the 
advocate of interpretation (1) therefore be guilty of what R. 
Robinson calls the fault of 'mosaic interpretation'? That is, might 
he be laying excessive weight on isolated verses which might be 
simply passing remarks, unintegrated with the mainstream of 
N;tgllrjuna's thought? One might also suspect that advocates of 
interpretation (1) commit what R. Robinson calls the fault of 
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'insinuating the future.' 9 That is, proponents of interpretation 
(1) might be reading into Nagarjuna's works a doctrine (that is, of 
an unconceptualizable reality) which is present in a developed form 
only later in the history of Madhyamaka 

My own judgement is that Nagarjuna probably meant to assert 
that there is no other ultimate truth/reality than the absence of 
svabhiiva of entities. He does not mean to claim that there is an 
unconceptualizable reality, known only by a non-conceptual 
knowledge. The occasional verses in which Nagarjuna writes of 
non-conceptuality can be explained as descriptions of a meditative 
knowledge-experience of the absence of svabhiiva of entities, rather 
than as references to an unconceptualizable reality. This · is the 
position, in brief, which I have called interpretation (2), and which 
I shall explain in detail later in this chapter (see pp. 66-83). 

A Philosophical Critique of Interpretation (1) 

As I have explained, interpretation ( 1 ), in both its varieties, relies 
on the notion of an unconceptualizable reality (reality2), appre­
hended only by non-conceptual knowledge. It follows, then, that 
interpretation ( 1) will only make sense if one can make sense of this 
notion. And it is precisely here that the great philosophical problem 
with interpretation (1) lies. It appears to be difficult to make a 
philosophically respectable case for an unconceptuaJizable reality, 
apprehended by non-conceptual knowledge. I shall explain here 
some of the difficulties. 

The Paradox of Unconceptualizability and Ineffability 

The statement that there is an unconceptualizable (and inexpres­
sible) reality seems open to the easy refutation that this statement is 
itself conceptual, (and expressible). It is a case of conceptual 
knowledge of a (supposedly) unconceptualizable reality. The 
statement that there is an unconceptualizable reality is therefore 
self-refuting. If the statement is true, then it is false. I shall suggest 
two possible solutions to this (apparent) paradox: 

(i) The proponent of interpretation (1) might retort that reality 
is unconceptualizable, with the exception that it can be 
conceptualized as unconceptualizable. In other words, reality is 
almost entirely unconceptualizable. The only exception to the 
rule · is the concept of reality's unconceptualizability. No other 
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concept 'of the (almost entirely) unconceptualizable reality is 
possible. 

The proponent of interpretation ( 1) might, in other words, 
introduce a two-tiered hierarchy of conceptuality with regard to 
the unconceptualizable reality. The tier of legitimate conceptuali­
zation of the unconceptualizable reality would contain only one 
member - the concept that reality is unconceptualizable. All other 
conceptualization would belong to the tier of illegitimate con­
ceptualization concerning the unconceptualizable reality. 

It might be objected that this introduction of two-tiers of 
concepts is an artificial and arbitrary strategy, a case of special 
pleading designed to evade (rather than solve) the insoluble 
problem of the paradox of unconceptualizability. If one concept 
is permitted with regard to the supposedly unconceptualizable . 
reality, why are other concepts not equally legitimate? Simply to 
assert that one concept is permitted concerning an unconceptualiz­
able reality, but not others, does not explain how it can be that this 
one concept has such privileged status. 

I am not sure that this objection is convincing, however. Maybe 
reality is that sort of matter about which nothing can be conceived, 
except that it is · unconceptualizable. Other concepts are not 
legitimate wih regard to reality because reality is the way that it 
is - unamenable ~o any concepts, except the concept that it is not 
amenable to <;:oncepts. Hence the 'privileged status' of the concept 
that reality is unconceptualizable. That is, the privileged status of 
the concept 'unconceptualizable' stems from reality's nature as 
unamenable to conceptualization, except the concept 'unconcep­
tualizable'. (It might still be objected, however, that it has not been 
explained how it is that reality is by nature, unlike other entities, 
only accessible to the concept 'unconceptualizable'. Which is to 
say, why does reality have this privileged status?). 

(ii) The second possible solution to the paradox can be 
explained by means of an argument by analogy. If I say, for 
example, that I have no concept of NewYork, then I have the 
concept that I have no concept of New York. But it would be 
wrong to suggest that i am here caught in a paradox. My concept 
that I have no concept of New York is not a quality possessed by 
New York itself. It is not that I have the concept of New York as 
having the quality 'not conceived of by David'. Rather, my concept 
that I have no concept of New York is a concept of my inability to 
form a concept of New York. By contrast, if I have the concept that 
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New York is large, exists on the east coast of America, and has a 
high crime rate, these are (if I am correct) qualities possessed by 
New York itself. 

Similarly, perhaps, the concept that reality is unconceptualizable 
might plausibly be understood as a concept about the inability of 
concepts to apprehend this reality (the difference being, of course, 
that unlike the case of New York, it is (supposedly) not even 
possible for concepts to apprehend reality). It is not that reality has 
the quality 'unconceptualizable' anymore than the inability to 
conceive of New York is a quality of New York itself. Thus the 
statement that reality is unconceptualizable is not actually 
paraJoxical, because what is conceptualized by this statement is 
the inability of concepts to apprehend reality, rather than a quality 
of reality itself. 

Still, it might be objected that if it is not possible to 1-iave a 
concept of reality, then this is not simply a concept of the inability of 
concepts to apprehend reality. There must be- the objection might 
continue - something about, a quality of, reality itself which makes 
it impossible to form a concept of this reality. This quality of reality 
itself is reality's 'unconceptualizability,.' In other words, if one asks 
why is it impossible to form a concept of reality, the answer must be 
that it is impossible to form a concept of reality because reality is 
unconceptualizable. In this case the paradox of non-conceptuality is 
not resolved, for one has the concept of the quality, 'unconceptualiz­
abilitf, possessed by the unconceptualizable reality! 

In conclusion, it is not clear to me whether the paradox of 
unconceptualizability (and ineffability) can be resolved. (Which is 
to say that I am not sure whether or not it is a real paradox). There 
appear to be reasonable arguments on both sides. I suspect that we 
have here an example of a philosophical debate which might 
continue indefinite!~ 

The Problem of the Two Truths 

In what is perhaps the most famous passage of the MMK, 
Nagarjuna proclaims that the Buddhas' teaching of the dharma 
(buddhanarrz dharmadesana) depends upon two truths - the truth 
of worldly convention (lokasarrzvrtisatya) and the truth (satya) 
from the ultimate point of view (paramarthatab) . The distinction 
(vibhaga) between these two truths must be understood if the · 
Buddhas' teaching is to be comprehended. 10 
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I do not want here to enter into the complex and perennial 
debate about the precise meaning or meanings of this declaration. 
However, it is clear that one sense at least of 'conventional truth' is 
the various non-definitive teachings which are employed in order to 
realize the ultimate truth, i.e. reality. Nagarjuna must be saying, at 
least, that it is necessary to rely on these teachings in order to come 
to know the ultimate truth. 

If, however, the ultimate truth is, as interpretation ( 1) maintains, 
unconceptualizable, how is it that reliance on conceptual conven­
tional truths will be efficacious in bringing about the realization of 
this ultimate truth? The relationship between an unconceptualiz­
able ultimate truth and the conceptual, conventional truths of 
Buddhist doctrine is very problematic. Once the breach between 
the unconceptualizable ultimate truth and the conceptualizable 
conventional truth . has been created, it seems to be impossible to 
bridge the chasm. 

How is it that some concepts - i.e. the various teachings which 
are conventional truths - can be relied on to produce a non­
conceptual knowledge of an unconceptualizable ultimate truth? 
Any explanation would of course involve conceptualization, which 
would seem to compromise the unconceptualizable nature of the 
ultimate truth. An explanation would have to state precisely what 
it is about the (supposedly) unconceptualizable, inexpressible 
ultimate truth which reliance on the conventional truths of 
Buddhism helps one to realize. However, without such an 
explanation, the claim that Buddhist teachings are efficacious 
cannot be justified. Without such justification, the notion that 
certain concepts are to be relied upon in order to realize the 
unconceptualizable ultimate truth will remain an assertion which 
cannot be substantiated. 

Interpretation ( 1) in fact entails, it appears, epistemological (and 
ethical) relativism. If no conceptual formulations can be justified as 
'closer' to the unconceptualizable reality than others, then no 
conceptual formulation can be demonstrated to be any better (or 
worse) than any other. But if, on the contrary, some conceptual 
formulations are shown to be 'closer' to the unconceptualizable 
reality than others, then the unconceptualizable reality is not in fact 
unconceptualizable. 

It might be objected that for interpretation (1) in fact the 
ultimate truth is only unconceptualizable in one of its aspects, i.e. 
reality2. Reality1 - the mundane ultimate tJuth - is accessible to 
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conceptualization. It can be specified. That is, it is the absence of 
svabhiiva of entities. In which case it can be demonstrated that the 
various conceptual, conventional teachings of Buddhism are 
efficacious in bringing about the realization of this conceptualiz­
able ultimate truth. 

But this solution just pushes the problem one step back, because 
it prompts the apparently unanswerable que~tion how is the 
(mundane) ultimate truth which is conceptualizable - i.e. the 
absence of svabhiiva of entities - related to the unconceptualizable 
(trans-mundane) ultimate truth, i.e. reality2? 

Why should it be that the realization of the conceptualizable 
ultimate truth should have any bearing on the realization of the 
unconceptualizable ultimate truth? How can .a conceptualizable 
mundane ultimate truth be any 'closer' to the unconceptualizable 
trans-mundane ultimate truth than any other conceptualization? 
The intractable problem is, in this case, the relationship between 
the two aspects of the ultimate truth. 

Of course, the proponent of interpretation ( 1) will claim that 
although reality2 is unconceptualizable, some concepts are 
indicative of this reality whereas others are not. One thinks here 
of the Zen image of the finger pointing at the moon. Just as the 
finger directs one towards the moon, the conceptual truths of 
Buddhism direct one towards the unconceptualizable ultimate 
truth. And just as the finger pointing at the moon is not the moon 
which it directs one towards, so too the conceptual truths of 
Buddhism are not the ultimate truth - at .least in its final, 
unconceptualizable aspect - which they direct one towards. 
Candraklrti might perhaps be interpreted to be making this point 
in his- commentary to MMK XXIV, 9, 

atriiha - yadi tarhi paramiirtho ni~prapaiicasvabhiiva/:J sa 
eviistu, tatkimanayii aparayii skandhadhiitviiyataniiryasatya~ 
pratftyasamutpiidiididesanayii prayojanamaparamiirthayii, 
atattva11'l hi parityiijyam/ yacca parityiijya1?'l ki1?'l 
tenopad#tena, ucyate/ satyametadevaml ki1?'l · tu laukika1?'l 
vyavahiiramanabhyupagamya abhidhiiniibidheyajiiiinajiieyii­
dilak~a7Jam, asakya eva paramiirtho desayitum, adesitasca na 

. sakyo , dhigantum, anadhigamyaca paramiirtha1?'l na sakya1?'l 
nirvii7:zamadhigantumiti . . . · 

Here it is objected. [by -an opponent]: If then the ultimate 
[truth] is an intrinsic existent which is without conceptual 
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diffusion, let that be so! In that case, what is the purpose of 
this inferior teaching- which is not the ultimate [truth] -of 
the aggregates, el~ments, sense-fields, noble truths, dependent 
origination, etc? Surely what is not true should be rejected; 
and what is [accomplished] by means of that teaching to be 
rejected? 

It is replied [by Candrakirti]: This is certainly true. However, 
without assenting to ordinary conventions - characterized by 
naming and named object, knowledge and object of 
knowledge, etc - it is simply not possible to teach the 
ultimate [truth]. And [if the ultimate truth is] not taught, it 
cannot be realized. And without realizing the ultimate [truth], 

· it is not possible to realize nirva~:~a. (PP 494). 

But, interpreted in this way, Candrakirti 's reply does not really 
come to terms with the force of the opponent's objection. The 
opponent is surely right that if the ultimate truth is ni$prapanca, 
and if this means that reality is in fact unconceptualizable, it must 
be that all conceptual expressions of this ultimate truth are simply 
false qua expressions of the ultimate truth. The notion that some 
concepts, viz. the conceptual formulations of Buddhism, 'indicate' 
the unconceptualizable ultimate truth is incoherent. It appears to 
be an attempt to have one's cake and eat it. To indicate is to point 
out, and to point out is to discriminate - i.e. conceptualize - what 
is pointed out, in this case the (supposedly) unconceptualizable 
ultimate truth. It is irrational that reality is both: (i) unconceptua­
lizable and (ii) indicated conceptually. (i) and (ii) are incompatible. 
The Madhyamika must give up either (i) or (ii). If the Madhyamika 
wants to preserve the justification for Buddhist theory and practice, 
it is (i) which must be abandoned. 

Perhaps, however; the proponent of interpretation ( 1) can 
address the problem of the two truths more satisfactorily in 
another way .• He may say that, for the Madhyamika, the absence of 
svabhava of entities is the conceptualizable ultimate truth that all 
entities lack inherent existence. Here entities' 'lack of inherent 
existence' means that they are one and all conceptually constructed 
(see here chapter 4 for a thorough discussion of this point). The 
various conventional, non-definitive teachings of Buddhism (such 
as impermanence) are intended gradually to help one realize this 
conceptualizable ultimate truth that entities are merely conceptual 
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constructs. The eventually achieved knowledge, the proponent of 
interpretation (1) might say, that entities have a conceptually 
constructed nature might induce one to stop the proliferation of 
concepts. As a result, the ineffable, unconceptualizable reality 
which underlies (according to interpretation (1)) the conceptually 
constructed entities might become visible, whereas previously it 
was obscured. To use the familiar analogy, previously the 
unconceptualizable reality was like a mirror covered by dust. With 
the dust removed the mirror can be seen unimpeded. The. dust in 
this case is the conceptually constructed entities. Realizing the 
ultimate truth about them (i.e. that they are conceptually 
constructed) might enable one to wipe the dust from the mirror. 

Understood in this way, then, the ultimate truth that entities lack 
svabhava is the conceptualizable ultimate truth - it is indeed what 
is actually the case about entities. Entities really are conceptual 
constructs. Seeing this ultimate truth makes possible - it is the sine 
qua non for - the manifestation of the ineffable, unconceptualiz­
able substratum underlying the conceptuaJiy constructed entities 
which the proliferation of conceptually constructed entities 
normally conceals. In thi.s case, the relation between reality 1 and 
reality2 is made clear. It is by thorough knowledge of the 
conceptualizable reality 1 - brought about gradually by means of 
the conventional truths of Buddhism - that one stops constructing 
reality~> thus enabling the unconceptualizable reality2 to shine 
forth, as it were. 

I have a final reflection on this notion of an unconceptualizable 
substratum. I suppose that - in accordance with the Buddhist 
notion of universal transience - this substratum might be under­
stood. by the proponent of interpretation ( 1) as an ineffable flow of 
pure change/becoming, rather than as static/unchanging. Thus, 
independently of conceptualization reality is pure 'entity-free' 
becoming/change, upon which the conceptualizing mind imposes 
the variety of conceptually constructed entities. The substratum -
the pure process of change - is prior to and independent of the 
conceptual discrimination (vikalpa) and conceptual diffusion 
(prapanca) which fabricates the world of entities on the basis of 
this pristine process of change. 

There are at least two philosophical objections to this proposal, 
however. First, it can be argued that the idea of 'change' always 
presupposes something which is changing. Change is arguably 
always a possession of an entity. Change is necessarily change of 
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entity x. The notion of change without an entity of which it is the 
change is perhaps incomprehensible. In other words, the idea that 
there is an unconceptualizable entity-free substratum of change, 
upon which conceptually constructed entities are imposed, may be 
incoherent. Second, if the unconceptualizable substratum is a 
process of pure change it has, surely, been conceptualized - namely, 
as a process of pure change! To be consistent interpretation ( 1) 
should not say that the ineffable/unconceptualizable reality is 
either static/unchanging or changing. 

The Night in Which All Cows are Black 

Hegel, in his Phenomenology of Spirit, criticizes Schelling's notion 
that reality is without specifications and determinateness. He 
comments that such a reality would be contentless and singularly 
uninteresting, 'as the night in which, as the saying goes, all cows 
are black- this is cognition naively reduced -to vacuity.' 11 Hegel's 
criticism can also be applied to interpretation (1), in its advocacy of 
an unconceptualizable reality, apprehended by non-conceptual 
knowledge. 

It is my contention that possession of a concept is what enables 
one to pick out or discriminate x (including the discrimination that 
xis y). See here Dummett's comment, concerning the concept of a 
square, that 'at the very least' to grasp the concept 'is to 
discriminate between things that are square and those that are 
not.' 12 Thus, 

(a) an entity which is conceptualizable is an entity which can be 
discriminated, and an entity which is unconceptualizable is an 
entity which cannot be discriminated. An entity which can be 
discriminated can be known (for knowledge involves the dis­
crimination of entities), but an entity which cannot be discrimi­
nated cannot be known. It is not possible that an entity cannot be 
discriminated and is knowable. In which case, an unconceptualiz­
a.ble reality, i.e .. a reality which cannot be discriminated, and which 
can be known is a contradiction. 

(b) knowledge which is non-conceptual is knowledge which 
cannot discriminate anything. But knowledge which cannot 
discriminate anything is not knowledge. There cannot be, there­
fore, non-conceptual knowledge. 

In fact, the notion of non-conceptuality, as I am employing it 
here, is perhaps incompatible with consciousness per se. For 
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consciousness is arguably always consciousness of x. In order for 
consciousness to be consciousness of x, x must be picked out, i.e. 
discriminated, from other entities. As I have explained, it is the 
possession of a concept that enables one to discriminate x. Without 
concepts there would be no discrimination of x at all. And without 
the discrimination of x, there would be no consciousness of x, and 
hence no consciousness. A non-conceptual consciotlsness is thus 
impossible. 13 

· It appears to me, then, that the advocate of a non-conceptual 
knowledge of an unconceptualizable reality truly must be propos­
ing a 'night in which all cows are black.' For his position entails 
that a reality which cannot be discriminated is apprehended (if this 
is the right word) by a knowledge which does not discriminate 
anything! How is this distinguishable from total. blankness? 

There are at least two possible objections to my account."! have 
argued that there can be no unconceptualizable reality which can 
be known because (i) all knowledge involves discrimination, and 
(ii) it is only concepts which discriminate. An opponent might 
question either (i) or (ii). 

If (i) is rejected, the opponent must claim that there is a special 
form of knowledge which does not discriminate, i.e. does not pick 
out x or x is y. This special non-discriminatory knowledge 
apprehends the unconceptualizable reality. 

But surely it is contradictory to claim that knowledge can 
apprehend without discriminating. I do not think that I can make 
sense of knowledge which does not discriminate anything. Such a 
knowledge would be contentless, and would thus would not be a 
case of knowledge. 

If (ii) is opposed, the opponent must claim that not all 
discrimination occurs via concepts. There is a special form of 
discrimination which does not occur by conceptual means. It is this 
special form of discrimination, i.e. a non-conceptual knowledge, 
which apprehends the unconceptualizable reality. 

But the claim that there is such a non-conceptual discrimination 
of reality seems rather strange to me. This special non-conceptual 
knowledge must discriminate reality without picking out x or x is y 
(for if this knowledge picked out x or x is y it would be, by my 
definition at least/4 conceptual). But what can it possibly mean to 
discriminate reality without picking out x or x is y? No answer ~s 
forthcoming. The opponent might say, of course, that there can be 
no answer because I am asking for a conceptual explanation of a 
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non-conceptual knowledge. But I can surely with equal justification 
say that there can be no answer because such a non-conceptual 
knowledge does not exist. (That is, if no such answer is 
forthcoming, I have no reason to believe that there is such a non­
conceptual knowledge of an unconceptualizable reality). Maybe 
here we reach the limits of the discussion! 

S. Katz, etc on Non-Conceptual Religious Knowledge 

The notion of non-conceptual religious knowledge has been the 
subject of some debate in recent years amongst scholars. Much of 
the discussion has focussed on the work of S. Katz concerning the 
nature of mystical experiences. 15 Katz argues against the notion . 
that there are pure, unmediated, i.e. non-conceptual, mystical 
experiences. He rejects the theory that there are such non­
conceptual experiences, which only become subject to conceptua­
lization after the event, i.e. when the mystic begins to reflect on and 
communicate what he has non-conceptually realized. On the 
contrary, Katz claims, the mystical experience itself must be 
conceptually-laden, even if the mystic himself does not realize that 
this is the case. Katz says, much as I have just argued, that 'the 
notion of unmediated experience seems, if not self-contradictory, at 
least empty.' 16 Conceptualization must be intrinsic to a mystical 
experience if this experience is to be meaningful, i.e. if it is to be an 
experience of anything at all. 

M. Bagger, 17 who appears to be in agreement with Katz, makes 
some important and related points: 

(i) If there were non-conceptual experiences then they would be 
contentless. In which case, the mystic should not be able to 
remember the experience which he has had (for there would 
literally be nothing to remember) ; Yet mystics do claim to 
remember - often in a very vivid manner :- the supposedly non­
conceptual experiences which they have had. Insofar as they 
remember something, then, the original experience must have 
involved discrimination, and, hence, must have been conceptual. 

(ii) The mystic might well be unaware of the conceptualization 
which takes place in his supposedly non-conceptual experience. 
Nevertheless, the conceptualization must be present if the 
experience is to occur. Conceptualization might well take place 
on a 'sub-conscious' level, as when one identifies a familiar object 
- the sun for example- without reflecting that 'there is the sun'. 
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I shall ha've more to say. about this later, for it provides a key to an 
alternative interpretation (i .e. interpretation (2)) to interpretation 
(1) concerning the meaning of non-conceptual knowledge in 
Nagarjuna's writings. 

(iii) Even if there were non-conceptual experiences - pure 
consciousness events, as Bagger calls them - it is difficult to see 
what religious significance they might have. Such an experience 
would be akin to deep sleep, and would surely not yield any 
information about the nature of reality. What truth could be 
conveyed by such an experience, and what bearing could it possibly 
have on life? 

I think that these points raise some very serious difficulties for 
interpretation ( 1 ), given its claim that there is non-conceptual 
knowledge of unconceptualizable reality2• Which is not to say, 
I must emphasize, that therefore Nagarjuna does not hold a version 
of interpretation (1). Rather, it is simply to say that if Nagarjuna 
(or anyone else, for that· matter) upholds a version of interpretation 
(1), then it seems difficult to make sense of their position. 

Concluding Philosophical Reflections on Interpretation ( 1) 

My conclusion is, therefore, that interpretation (1) entails some 
serious philosophical problems. If Nagarjuna upholds a version of 
interpretation (1), then he is open to the criticisms which I have 
made. 

Those Madhyamikas who advocate an unconceptualizable 
reality, apprehended by non-conceptual knowledge, will argue that 
I have become stuck in conceptual difficulties, and I am thus blind to 
the higher perspective of a non-conceptual knowledge of an 
unconceptualizable reality. To this I reply that I can make no sense 
of such an unconceptualizable reality, nor, consequently, of the non­
,s::onceptual knowledge of it. No doubt opponents will counter that 
this simply supports their point; I am unable to make sense of an 
unconceptualizable reality, accessible to' a non-conceptual knowl­
edge, because my perspective is limited by my stubborn adherence to 
concepts. Of course, they will say, you cannot make sense of a reality 
which can be discriminated only non-conceptually; this is because 
the only tools which you permit for 'making sense' are conceptual! 
But what other tools are there, I ask? 

Or else, my opponents might say, you place too much emphasis 
on 'making sense'; the unconceptualizable reality is apprehended 
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by a non-conceptual experience which does not have a 'justifica­
tion'. That attempts to make sense of this position entail paradoxes 
and insoluble difficulties just proves that the nature of reality is in 
fact unconceptualizable. 

But, while I am certainly open to the possibility that there are 
higher perspectives than the one for which I have argued here, this 
suggestion by the advocate of interpretation ( 1) seems to me to 
point towards irrationalism and relativism. A reality which is not 
ascertainable by conceptual means, and is apprehended by some 
other mysterious method which cannot be communicated, seems to 
me to be irrevocably subjective as well as philosophically and 
religiously/spiritually barren. · 

Note, finally, the possible ethical and political implications of 
such a doctf~ne. A leader or teacher who has supposedly realized an 
unconceptualizable reality need - not be accountable for his 
utterances and actions. When questioned about his reasons or 
motives, he might simply say that his statements and actions 
cannot be explained, because they stem from his non-conceptual, 
inexpressible realization of reality. This is surely a recipe for 
despotism. 

Interpretation (2): The Non-Conceptual Meditative 
Knowledge-Experience of Emptiness 

As I have explained, Nagarjuna states that there is conceptual 
knowledge of reality- namely, 'all entities are without svabhava'­
and also that reality is free from conceptual diffusion, signless etc. 
The resolution of the apparent contradiction by means of an 
equivocation in the ·term 'reality', so that one sense of 'reality' is 
conceptualizable and another is unconceptualizable, leads to 
apparently unacceptable philosophical consequences. The notion 
of an 'unconceptualizable reality', apprehended by non-conceptual 
knowledge, seems to be unintelligible. Interpretation ( 1 ), then, 
would appear to be a philosophical dead-end. 

Let me suggest another interpretation (i.e. interpretation (2)) 
which, unlike interpretation (1), does not advocate an unconcep­
tualizable reality, apprehended by non-conceptual knowledge. 

There are, iii Nagarjuna's texts, some (though, admittedly, not 
many) explicit references to meditation (bhavana). See, for · 
example, MMK XXIV, 24, and the following verse from the LS, 
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aryairnisevitamenamaniigamya hi bhavaniiml 
nanimittarrz hi vijiianarrz bhavatfha katharrz canal/ 

Certainly, without entering that meditation practised by the 
iiryan-s, of course the signless consciousness will not occur 
here in any way. (LS 26). 

' ! ._ . 

Furthermore, given that Nagarjuna was a Buddhist monk, and 
meditation is central to Buddhist practice, it seems reasonable to 
think that some of his other statements may be about meditative 
states, even though he does not explicitly say so. 

According to interpretation (2), when Nagarjuna says that 
reality is ni$prapaiica, nirvikalpa, etc this is not actually a 
description of reality. (In other words, Nagarjuna's way of 
expressing himself is imprecise, even inaccurate). Rather, it is a 
description of the nature of the experience of knowing reality, i.e. 
the absence of svabhava of entities, as this experience occurs in a 
meditative context. 

This is not to say that the meditative experience of knowing 
reality is in all senses non-conceptual. On the contrary, the 
meditative experience of knowing reality must be conceptual, in 
the specific sense that such a meditative experience discriminates 
the absence of svabhava of entities. That is, the meditative 
experience is the experience of something. Otherwise it would 
not be a case of knowledge, for nothing would be known when 
having this experience. 

Nevertheless, there are other senses of the term 'non-conceptual' 
and it is in these senses that' a meditative experience of reality might 
appropriately be called 'non-conceptual'. In other words, inter­
pretation (2) depends on an equivocation in the meaning of the 
term 'conceptual'. Given that the meditative experience of reality 
does discriminate the true nature of entities as its object, the 
meditative experience can be characterized as 'conceptual'. But the 
term 'conceptual' can have other meanings as well (I shall identify 
three other meanings). It is in these senses that the meditative 
experience of reality might acceptably be called 'non-conceptual'. 
Thus, according to interpretation (2), 

The meditative knowledge-experience of reality is conceptual 
in sense1 of 'conceptual', and is no~ conceptual in sense2, 

sense3, and sense4 of 'conceptual'. 
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But all of this requires further explanation and clarification, 
which I shall now attempt to give. 

Knowledge of Reality Versus the Reality Which is Known 

There is clearly a difference between reality and the knowledge of 
reality. It is, according to the Madhyamika, always the case that all 
entities are without svabhava, whether or not it is known that this 
is the case. Thus, Candrakirti, for example, quotes with approval 
the canonical statement to the effect that the tathagata-s (who 
know the true nature (dharmata) of dharma-s), may either arise or 
not arise but the dharmata of dharma-s remains. 18 The dharmata, 
i.e. the true nature of entities (their absence of svabhava) is always 
the case, although the knowledge of it may be present or absent. 
Knowledge of reality is dependent for its existence upon the reality 
which is known, but reality is not dependent for its existence upon 
the knowledge of it. Which is to say that all entities have a 
conceptually constructed existence, and are thus marked by 
emptiness, whether or not any cognizer knows that this is so. 

(Notice, however, that (for the Madhyamika) - although the 
true nature of entities is not dependent on the knowledge of it -
this true nature of entities is dependent on the mind's activity of 
conceptual construction. Entities are in their true nature empty of 

. svabhava, i.e. they have conceptually constructed existence. If the 
mind's activity of conceptual construction did not occur, there 
would be no entities, and hence no true nature of entities. I suspect 
that this is the meaning of Candrakirti's declaration, in the MA, of 
the 'emptiness of emptiness' (stong nyid stong nyid=sunyatasunya­
ta). As Candrakirti says, the teaching of the emptiness of emptiness 
opposes (bzlog) the (wrong) apprehension of emptiness as a dngos 
po (=bhava) - a dngos po being, in my judgement, here a 'mind­
independent existent'). 19 

See here Bhavaviveka's explanation, in the Tjv, of the compound 
'paramartha'. Bhavaviveka explains that, taken as a karmadharaya 
compound, the expression 'paramartha' means 'the object which is 
ultimate'. The object (artha) is reality/the true natue of things, which 
is qualified by the adjective 'ultimate' (parama). But, understood as a · 
genitive tatpuru$a compound, the expression 'paramartha' means 
'the object of the ultimate'.20 The ultimate (parama) is here a noun, 
standing for 'ultimate knowledge' (paramajnana), which possesses 
as its object (artha) reality/the true nature of entities. Thus, 
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Bhavaviveka's analysis of the compound in these two ways makes 
the distinction between reality, and the knowledge which appre­
hends this reality. 

Knowledge of Reality is an Experience 

'Knowledge', it must be recognized, is both of something and for 
someone. There is no knowledge ~ithout something which is 
known. But, equally, there is no knowledge which occurs 
abstracted from a subject who is knowing. It is not simply that 
'there is knowledge of x'; it is also that 'for subject a there is 
knowledge of x'. It is non-sensical to speak of something being 
known without anyone who possesses the knowledge. I cannot 
intelligibly say that it is known that there is a red apple on the table 
and yet there is no one who has the knowledge that there is a red 
apple on the table. 'X is known' permits the question 'xis known 
by whom?' Insofar as knowledge is not only ofsomething but also 
for someone, it is the case that knowledge is an experience. 

In which case, knowledge of reality in the context of meditation, 
as a species of knowledge~in-general, is not simply knowledge of 
something, it is also knowledge for someone. There is both 
something which is known, viz. reality, and a subject who knows it. 
The meditative knowledge of realitiY is an experience. · 

I do not want here to explore in detail the problematic notion of 
'experience'. The essential point for my present p~rpose is that 
many21 experiences have, to borrow a distinction made in 
contemporary epistemology, both a content and a character. M. 
Pendlebury has defined 'the content of an experience as the 
properties which the experience represents, whereas the character 
of the experience is the properties which the experience 
possesses. 22 

. 

Take for instance my experience of a sunset. It is true to say that 
my experience represents a sunset. There is a content, viz. the 
sunset, of which the experience is an experience. However, it is not 
correct to attribute the properties of the SU!lSet to the experience 
itself. That my experience is of a sunset does not mean that my 
experience ·is a sunset! The sunset has properties - such as its 
orange and red colour, its location in the sky, it is several miles long 
etc - which my experience of the sunset most certainly does not 
have. My experience is not an orange and red colour, nor is it 
located in the sky, and it is certainly not several miles long. 
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My experience of the sunset does of course itself possess 
properties - which constitute the character of the experience - but 
these are not the properties represented by the experience. For 
example, the experience of the sunset will possess an emotional 
property or emotional properties. The experience will feel a certain 
way - perhaps happy, sad, exciting, boring, etc. Just as the 
properties of the sunset which are represented by the experience are 
not possessed by the experience, so too the properties possessed by 
the experience of the sunset are not properties of the sunset which 
is represented by the experience. The sunset is not happy or s:td, 
exciting, boring etc. 

In other words, many experiences have a subjective pole and an 
objective pole. Both the subjective pole and the objective pole have 
a variety of properties. But it is simply a confusion to attribute to 
the objective pole properties which belong to the subjective pole, or 
vice versa: 

Experience= experience [characterized by properties a, b, c] 
of an object [with properties x, y, z]. 

I shall argue that three of the properties which characterize the 
meditative knowledge-experience of reality (as opposed to the 
properties which charac\erize the reality which is experienced) 
might plausibly be called 'non-conceptual'. That is, the meditative 
knowledge-experience of reality possesses the properties of: 
(1) acquaintance with its object, (2) absence of explicit concept­
ualization, and (3) focussed conceptualization. 

A Short Digression: The Private Nature of Experience 

But it is also arguable that there is a sense in which all experience 
(and not just the meditative experience of reality) has a non­
conceptual and inexpressible character. Unlike trees, tables, and 
other physical entities, an experience is not a public object. There 
is an irrevocably private dimension to experience. You cannot 
have my experiences, and I cannot have your experiences. This 
does not mean; however, that one cannot give an account of one's 
experiences. Nor does it mean that any such account is 
necessarily inaccurate. In fact, it is possible to give an accurate · 
account of one's experience. Neverth.eless, the accbunt - even if it 
is an accurate account - is not the experience of which it is the 
account. 
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Suppose, for instance, that I have an -experience of a sunset. I 
might describe to you the nature of my experience. I might say 
what the sunset which I experienced was like. For example, the 
sunset was bright red and tinged with yellow, several miles long, 
etc. I might also describe to you how it felt for me to experience 
this sunset. I felt absorbed, peaceful, delighted, etc. This account of 
my experience might be either inaccurate or accurate. Perhaps I 
have remembered incorrectly. In fact, the sunset was not tinged 
with yellow, and I felt sad, not delighted. Or else it might be that 
my account of my experience is entirely accurate. That is, the 
sunset which I experienced was in fact bright red and tinged with 
yellow, several miles long, etc, and it might be entirely true' that I 
felt absorbed, peaceful, delighted, etc. Nevertheless, if I relate this 
accurate description of my experience to you, you do not have my 
experience, though my accurate description might enable you to 
understand, and empathize with, my experience. Perhaps you have 
had a similar experience in the past, and you now recollect it, ~nd 
think, 'what David has experienced must be just like what I 
experienced at that time'. Further, even if we experience the same 
sunset at the same time, and both feel the same way when doing so, 
your experience is not mine, and neither is my experience yours. 

Thus, any description, any conceptualization, of an experience -
though it might be accurate - remains simply a description/ 
conceptualization, and is not the experience itself. One might say . 
that experience has a 'lived', first person character. It is this which 
is untranslatable into concepts and words. Nagel23 famously 
comments that the subjective nature of an experience, 'what-it-is­
like-to-be a particular subject', is only accessible from the point of 
view of the subject himself. See also Pivcevic who writes, 

That experiences ... occur biographically accounts for the 
exclusively 'private ownership' of experiences and distin­
guishes experiences from public objects ... We can, of course, 

. and do, make objectifying references to our own and other 
people's experiences, reflect upon them, analyze them, discuss 
them. Moreover we are able to analyze to some extent, aswell 
as report about, our own experiences while they are actually 
happening. Provided I am articulate enough, I can give a 
running commentary on my own mental states and attitudes 
and describe them in minute detail, possibly just as vividly and 
as acurately as any 'external object'. But none of this 
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diminishes the difference in ontological status between 
experiences and intersubjectively acces~ible public items. My 
experiences are slices of my own lived time and are, in this 
sense, inalienably mine, as no 'external' object tan be.24 

One's meditative experience of reality is (if one admits the 
existence of such a phenomenon), like all other experiences, a first­
person occurrence. I might describe my meditative experience of 
re~lity to you. I might say that I experienced the absence of 
svabhava of entities, that I felt calm, at one with the object of 
meditation (like water poured into water, as the Tibetans say), etc. 
This might in fact be an accurate description of my experience. 
This is actually what was experienced, and how it felt to be having 
the experience. Nevertheless, the description is not the experience. 
And if you too have had at the same time as myself a meditative 
experience that all entities are without svabhava, and you also felt 
calm, at one with the object of meditation, etc this does not mean 
that your experience is mine, or that my experience is yours. Any 
account of a meditative experience of reality must necessarily leave 
out the lived-nature, the first person perspective, of the experience, 
which is not translatable into concepts and words. 

While I think that this is a philosophically respectable sense in 
which experience - including the meditative experience of reality 
- might be termed 'non-conceptual' (and 'inexpressible'), it must 
be acknowledged that there is no indication in Nagarjuna's 
writings that this is what he in fact means. But this is not 
surprising given that the first-person nature of experience - it 
appears to me - has only been systematically explicated in 
modern, western philosophy, especially by philosophers influenced 
by phenomenology and existentialism. This interpretation, then, 
reads Nagarjuna in the light of a modern theory of experience. 
This modern theory of experience is no doubt worthy in its own 
right of serious philosophical study, but it would be anachronistic 
to suggest that Nagarjuna intends his claims that (the experience 
of) reality is non-conceptual to be understood in this way. 
Furthermore, if Nagarjuna's statements that (the experience of) 
reality is ni~prapafzca, nirvikalpa, and so on w,.ere meant to 
communicate that the meditative experience of reality has an 
untranslatable first person character, then, given that all experi­
ences have an untranslatable first person character, Nagarjuna 
would have to admit that all experiences are ni~prapafzca, 
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nirvikalpa, etc! But, in fact, Nagarjuna describes only the 
experience of reality in these terms. 

Let me turn, then, to the three other ways mentioned above (see 
p. 70) in which the meditative knowledge-experience of reality 
might be more plausibly read to be non"conceptual for Nagarjuna. 

(1) Knowledge by Acquaintance 

'Conceptual knowledge' can have the sense of a theoretical 
knowledge, which is unacquainted with the object described. I 
have knowledge of the Bengal tiger because I have been informed 
about the nature of the Bengal tiger. The Bengal tiger has been 
described to me, and I have understood the description. But I have 
never come across a Bengal tiger in the flesh, as it were. In this 
sense I have a conceptual, i.e. theoretical, knowledge. When 1 come 
across the Bengal tiger (of which, perhaps, I have had previously a 
theoretical knowledge), then I have what might be termed a non­
conceptual knowledge by acquaintance of the Bengal tiger. (But 
note that both the theoretical knowledge and the knowledge by 
acquaintance are conceptual in the different sense that they both 
involve discrimination of the objeCt 'Bengal tiger'.) 

Similarly, interpretation (2) suggests, there is a distinction 
between a theoretical knowledge of reality - i.e. that all entities 
are without svabhiiva - and an acquaintance with this reality. The 
meditative experience which Nagarjuna describes as without 
conceptualization has the character of direct acquaintance as 
opposed to being merely theoretical. It is in this sense non­
conceptual. The theoretical knowledge of reality is, one might say, 
the knowledge of the fact that all entities lack svabhiiva. By 
contrast, in the context of meditative experience, one might come 
face-to-face with the emptiness (sunyatii) of entities itself. 

In· dGe lugs pa Madhyamaka exegesis, it is explained that 
emptiness (or, better, an emptiness), i.e the very absence (med pa) of 
svabhiiva itself, is an (albeit negative) characteristic or quality of 
each entity. As Napper comments, for Tsong kha pa, 'emptiness is 
not seen as a unitary Absolute, but rather as multiple. There are as 
many emptinesses as there are phenomena. Each and every 
phenomenon has its own emptiness, and the emptiness of one is 
not the emptiness of another.'25 However, though (an) emptiness 
characterizes each entity, ordinary people (mu stegs can) fail to 
perceive it. 26 Through a meditative training - consisting of 
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repeated analysis demonstrating the absence of svabhava of 
entities, coupled with samatha meditation (which makes one's 
mind calm, concentrated and potent) - it is said that one comes to 
perceive emptiness(es).27 One has a personal realization of, 
becomes directly acquainted with, the quality which is the absence 
of svabhava in the meditative object. One sees it for oneself, as it 
were. (See here the traditional Buddhist formulation of the three 
levels of wisdom (prajfta), according to which meditative wisdom 
(bhavanamayiprajfta) occurs after, and as the result of, the wisdom 
of hearing (srutamayiprajfta) and the wisdom of reflection 
(cintamayiprajfta). There is a process of learning about and 
deepening one's understanding of the nature of reality. This 
culminates in a personal realization. One no longer ~imply knows 
that reality is such and such. One is now directly acquainted with 
this reality). 28 

Candrakirti's comments on Nagarjuna's statement, at MMK 
XVIII, 9, that reality (tattva) is not dependent on another 
(aparapratyaya) are pertinent. Candrakirti explains that tattva is 
not dependent on another in the sense that one who realizes tattva, 
i.e. the truth that all things lack svabhava, must do so by himself, 
i.e. by direct personal experience rather than by the instruction of 
another: 

paropadesagamyam/ svayamevadhigantavyamityarthal?l 

The meaning [of aparapratyaya] is that [tattva ] is not to be 
understood by means of the teaching of another. It is to be 
understood by oneself alone. (PP 373). 

I understand this to mean that in effect Candrakirti takes 
Nagarjuna's statement to be about the character of the experience 
of reality, rather than about the reality which is experienced. One 
must experience reality personally, and the · theoretical know.ledge 
which one gains from others is no substitute for this direct 
perception. 

Candrakirti proceeds to give the famous analogy of people with 
eye-disease (taimirika) who mistakenly (vitatham) see hair (kesa), 
gnats (masaka) , and flies (mak$ika), etc. People with this eye­
disease can be taught by another person without eye-disease 
(vitimira) that their vision of hair, gnats, flies, etc is false. And it 
might be described to the people with eye-disease how it would be 
to have vision without the false seeing of hair, gnats, etc. In a sense, 
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people with eye-disease might understand. They could even 
describe accurately that they have eye-disease, that it causes them 
mistakenly to see hair, gnats, flies, etc, and they might be able to 
describe accurately what it would be like to see without the eye­
disease influencing their vision. Nevertheless, their knowledge 
remains theoretical, for, despite their knowledge of the fact that 
there are no gnats, flies, hairs, they still see the gnats, flies, hairs, 
etc. Their actual vision has not been changed, no matter how 
eloquently and thoroughly they might be able to describe. what it 
would be like to be without the eye-disease. 

Similarly, Candrakirti says, the teaching of emptiness might be 
taught by another, and this teaching might be understood. Yet one 
would still fail to see emptiness. One's understanding would be 
theoretical rather than by acquaintance. One would still fail to 
perceive the absence of svabhava of entities, even though one 
would understand that in fact the absence of svabhava is the true 
nature of entities. One's knowledge would he, then, merely 
conceptual, in the sense that it had not yet transformed one's 
perception. One has yet to have the correct vision of emptiness 
(aviparitasunyatadarsana) for oneself, a face-to-face encounter 
with reality, which takes place, I suggest, in the context of a 
meditative experience.29 

But there is surely a distinction between a meditative perception 
of emptiness, and the perception of this emptiness in the context of 
one's life as a whole. (Though there is no mention of this 
distinction in Nagarjuna's writings. He is simply silent on the 
matter). It does not follow that because one has had a face-to-fac~ 
encounter with emptiness in meditation, therefore in one's post­
meditative experience of entities one will perceive their emptiness. 
The meditative experience of emptiness is more like a remission of 
the eye disease, rather than a permanent cure. The permanent post­
meditative perception of emptiness would be analogous to actually 
permanently curing the eye disease, rather than simply having 
theoretical knowledge of what it would be like to be without the 
eye-disease, and having occasional periods of remission. 

However, knowledge by acquaintance of emptiness in the 
context -ofmeditation is presumably intended to be a step towards 
a knowledge by acquaintance of entities as empty in one's life as a 
whole. A face-to-face encounter with emptiness in meditation is 
perhaps a recessary condition for one's post-meditative perceptual 
experience to be (eventually) brought into permanent accord with 
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one's theoretical understanding that all entttles are without 
svabhava. When entities are perceived in everyday life to be 
without svabhava, one would no longer, presumably, become 
attached to them. (See here, for example, YS 29 in which 
Nagarjuna says that, unlike the people of the world ('jig rten), 
who- blinded by ignorance (ma rig /dongs gyur pa) - are followers 
of the stream of desire (sred pa rgyun gyi rjes 'brangs), the wise 
man (mkhas pa) is free from desire (sred pa dang brat ba)).The idea 
is, I suppose, that if one actually saw entities to be lacking 
svabhava, one would become thoroughly convinced that they are 
unworthy of attachment. One would thus no longer covet these 
entities. It is a first principle of Buddhist teaching that it is 
attachment/desire which causes suffering (dul?kha), and the 
absence of attachment entails the cessation of suffering. Thus, 
the soteriological implication of meditative knowledge by acquain­
tance of emptiness would be (according to the Madhyamika) tO 

facilitate the eventual total freedom from attachment, and hence 
the eradication of suffering. 

(Note, however, that there seems to be no a priori reason why 
one might not still get attached to entities, even if one always 
perceives that they are empty. It is perhaps possible that one might 
get attached to an entity even though one sees that this entity is a 
mental fabrication. The Madhyamika might say, of course, that 
one ought not get attached to entities, because they have a tenuous, 
merely conceptually constructed existence, and one's attachment 
will only bring one suffering. But this does not necessarily mean 
that one will not be attached, despite the Madhyatnika advice. Still, 
it does seem reasonable to think that, if one always saw entities to 
be simply conceptual constructs (~specially if this seeing were 
complemented by a training in Buddhist ethics (sfla), which is 
intended - among other things - to promote non-attachment), 
one's attachment to and desire for these entities might be weakened 
or even eradicated. This claim would need to be tested empirically, 
however) . 

There is a final point. As I have explained in the previous 
chapter, at MMK XIII, S Nagarjuna says that those who hold 
emptiness to be a view are incurable. Perhaps emptiness is an 
incurable view if one merely correctly understands it (as the 
absence of svabhava in all entities) in a theoretical way, without 
having any inclination to achieve the corresponding perception of 
emptiness, i.e. the mere absence of svabhava of entities, in 
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meditation and, finally, in one's life as a whole. The theoretical 
teaching of emptiness is simply a medicine, it is a means to an end. 
If the means is mistaken for the end one will be incapable of 
actually perceiving the emptiness of entities. Without the direct 
encounter with the absence of inherent existence of entities one will 
remain attached to them, and thus one will continue to suffer. Read 
in this way, then, Nagarjuna's proclamation is a warning that 
emptiness will be effective as a cure against s6ffering only if one's 
understanding of emptiness is transformed from a view (dr$ti) into 
a vision (darsana). 30 

(2) Lack of Explicit Conceptualization 

I have argued that all knowledge must he characterized by 
conceptuality, insofar as knowledge involves discrimination. There 
cannot be knowledge which does not have something of which it is 
the knowledge. There cannot be, therefore, knowledge which is 
non-conceptual in the sense of 'non-discriminative'. 

Nevertheless, it is arguable that much knowledge by acquain­
tance occurs without any explicit conceptualization. I have been 
discriminating the various computer-keys for several hours. 
However, it is only in the past minute that I have made this 
discrimination explicit. That is, I have only noticed my activity of 
discriminating the computer-keys in the past minute. Before that, 
there was obviously discrimination of the computer-keys - for I 
have been effectively employing my computer - even though I had 
not thought 'there are the computer-keys!' The conceptualization 
of the computer-keys which has been taking place for several hours 
has only in the past minute become explicit. 

It would seem to be true, in fact, that, although all knowledge­
experiences are conceptual (in the sense that they discriminate 
something), most of one's knowledge by acquaintance is of a non­
explicitly conceptual nature. I am reminded here of Heidegger's 
explication of this point. For the most part, he contends, one is 
engaged in the everyday world in a way which does not involve 
judgements about the entities with which one engages . . One 
generally uses a hammer, for instance, without standing back from 
the activity and reflecting, 'this is a hammer'. Nevertheless, one 
does discriminate the hammer, for one is able to employ it quite 
effectively. In fact, Heidegger contends, entities tend to be explicitly 
conceptualized when they no longer function in the way in which 
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one expects. If the hammer breaks, it is at this point that I am most 
likely to explicitly conceptualize about the hammer. The hammer 
which I have been discriminating in a non-explicit way will 
suddenly stand-out to me as a hammer. I am likely to judge that 
'this is a hammer, and it is broken.' As long as the hammer fulfills 
its function, however, I am unlikely to make my conceptualization 
of it explicit. 31 

Another situation in which conceptualization is likely to be 
explicit is when one is learning, and has not yet mastered, some 
skill. While learning a piano-sonata, for example, the pianist must 
explicitly conceptualize the musical directions which enable him to 
play the music. But as he becomes more familiar with the music -
with practice :- he will think less and less in this explicitly 
conceptual way. When he has perfected his playing, I suspect that 
there is very little explicit conceptualization which takes place. This 
is not to say that the pianist's experience becomes non-conceptual. 
(i.e. in the sense of 'not discriminating anything'), for he certainly 
does discriminate the music which he plays. But the pianist is 
unlikely on the whole to be aware of the conceptualization which 
occurs. He simply plays, naturally and without noticing the various 
notes which he is discriminating. 

Interpretation (2) wants to argue, then, that when Nagarjuna 
says that reality is ni~prapanca, etc. a philosophically plausible way 
to interpret this statement is that the experience of knowing reality, 
as it occurs in meditation, is without any explicit conceptualiza­
tion. The knowledge-experience must discriminate something, to 
be sure, and in this sense it is undoubtedly conceptual. There is the 
face-to-face discrimination of the quality of emptiness possessed by 
entities. It is just that, at the time of the meditation, the meditator, 
due to his absorption in his experience of emptiness, does not 
reflect 'this is emptiness', nor does he proclaim 'this is emptiness'. 
He does not stand-back from ·the experience in which he is 
immersed. He is simply absorbed in the experience, like the pianist 
who is totally familiar with the music which he plays. In this sense, 
then, the meditator on reality also does not have a view, a position, 
or a thesis. He does not formulate or express a proposition that 
entities lack svabhava, although he is undoubtedly discriminating, 
in a face-to-face encounter, this lack of svabhiiva. 

But this in no way inhibits, I would suggest, the ability of the 
meditator to make the conceptualization which occurs during his 
meditation explicit, during his post-meditative experience (just like . 
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the pianist, . if required, can relate the various steps he takes in 
playing the mastered sonata). At the time of the meditation, he 
might be simply absorbed in his experience of emptiness. But 
afterwards he might well think and say that 'I experienced the 
absence of svabhiiva of entities.' This conceptualization and 
statement would, further; be a perfectly accurate description of 
what he discriminates in his meditative experience of reality. The 
Madhyamika would, on the basis of his meditative experience, be 
able to say and conceptualize that the ultimate truth about entities 
is that they lack svabhava. The Madhyamika might not have a 
thesis/position/view at the time of meditation on reality, but this is 
entirely compatible with his having an accurate thesis/position/ 
view later on. 

(3) Focussed Conceptualization 

I must stress again, however, that such knowledge by acquaintance 
of emptiness must still be conceptual in the sense that something is 
discriminated, viz. the absence of svabhava of entities. If something 
were not discriminated, there would in fact be nothing with which 
one would be acquainted in the meditative experience. 

But, interpretation (2) suggests, the meditative experience of 
reality is conceptual in a very focussed fashion. It has only one 
object, that is, the true nature of all entities (emptiness). Such a 
meditative experience takes the true nature of all entities as its sole 
object. The conceptualization which occurs is a case of one-pointed 
concentration (samadhi), and one is undistracted by . the usual 
stream of mental activity which normally occurs in (primarily non­
meditative) experience. It is this undistracted, focussed nature of 
the meditative experience of reality which produces the state of 
calm (santa) which Nagarjuna describes (at MMK XVIII, 9; see 
pp. 45-46) as a characteristic of reality. Perhaps it would be more 
accurate to say that both the meditative experience of emptiness 
and emptiness itself, as a mere absence, are calm. In fact, it is the 
mind which experiences reality, as well as the reality which is 
experienced, which are calm. The mind is no longer caught up in 
the normal conceptual diffusion (prapaiica) of (primarily non­
meditative) experience. 32 

When Nagarjuna describes - also at MMK XVIII, 9 - reality 
(tattva) as 'without diversity' (ananartha) this might be a 
description of both reality as the single characteristic possessed 

79 



Emptiness Appraised 

by all entities, i.e. their true nature which is their lack of svabhiiva, 
and the nature of a meditative experience which focusses on this 
single characteristic possessed by all entities. Such an experience 
does not have diverse objects, but rather is the experience of only 
the common nature of all things. Which is not to say that entities 
do not have other characteristics. It is simply that the meditative 
experience focusses on one of their characteristics - viz. their lack 
of svabhiiva - "to the exclusion of all others. (Like, for example, 
when one focusses on the redness of a rose to the exclusion of the 
rose's other characteristics - its shape, size, smell, etc. The rose 
does not cease to have these characteristics when one's awareness is 
focussed only on the redness of the rose). 

In this case, the meditator on reality, aware only of the common 
nature of all things, cannot, at the time of his meditation, perceive 
entities in their particularity. The following statement from the Y$ 
might be interpreted in this way, 

'di 'am de 'o zhes gang du/ 
rnam par dpyad nas mi dmigs na/ 
rtsod pas 'di 'am de bden zhes/ 
mkhas pa su zhig smra bar 'gyur/1 

Which wise man will assert, by means of a dispute, that 'this 
or that is true', when, as a result of sustained thought, he does 
not perceive anywhere 'this'or that'? (Y$ 42). 

'Sustained thought' is here a translation of rnam par dpyad, 
which Lindtner re-constructs as vicar a. 33 Viciira is traditionally 
said to be present - along with 'initial thought' (vitarka) - in the 
first dhyiina, or meditative absorption.34 This might suggest, then, 
that Nagarjuna is here adverting to a meditative state in which the 
meditator, having analyzed/reflected on the true nature of entities 
in a concentrated, probing fashion in the first dhyiina, becomes 
absorbed in the reality common to all entities, without any 
perception of their particularity as 'this or that' ('di 'am de). 

It is perhaps relevant that Nagarjunn sometimes describes reabty 
as isolated or separated (vivikta). 35 According to the Pali tradition, 
viveka ·is separation from the five hindrances (nfvara~Ja) to 
meditation; and is especially associated with the first jhiina.36 

When the mind becomes separated from the five hindrances, one 
achieves the first jhiina. Perhaps Nagarjuna means, not that reality 
is isolated, but that there is a meditative exp~rience - which occurs 

80 



Non-Conceptuality and Knowledge of Reality 

in the first dhyiina - in which the mind focusses on emptiness to the 
exclusion of, i.e. isolated or separated from, all other matters. One 
is aware totally and only of the absence of svabhiiva of entities. All 
other conceptualization has fallen away. 

Concluding Remarks on and Criticisms of Interpretation (2) 

I have explained three ways in which, according to interpretation 
(2), a meditative experience of reality might be called 'non­
conceptual' without . meaning that the experience does not 
discriminate anything at all. Such an experience might be itself 
characterized, in the ways which I have suggested, as non­
conceptual - i.e. it is a focussed, undistracted knowledge by 
acquaintance without explicit conceptualization - while still being 
conceptual in the sense that it discriminates an object, · i.e. the 
absence · of svabhiiva (emptiness) which is the true nature of 
entities. 

Perhaps, then, interpretation (2) offers a different way to 
understand Bhavaviveka's teaching that the ultimate (don dam pa) 
has two aspects (rnam pa). Bhavaviveka's supramundane ('jig rten 
las 'das pa) ultimate, without impurity (zag pa med pa) and without 
conceptual diffusion (spros pa med pa) might correspond to this 
focussed meditative knowledge by acquaintance, without explicit 
conceptualization, of emptiness. The second aspect of the ultimate, 
which Bhavaviveka describes as pure mundane knowledge (dag pa 
'jig rten pa'i ye shes), and having conceptual diffusion (spros pa dang 
bcas pa), might correspond to the theoretical, factual knowledge 
that all entities lack svabhiiva. It is this second aspect of the ultimate, 
it may be recollected, which Bhavaviveka says is expressed by his 
thesis (dam bca') or position (phyogs) that all entities are without 
svabhiiva. (Reality is, furthermore, beyond the extremes (mtha') of 
existence and non-existence - not in the sense that reality transcends 
all conceptualization (as the proponent of interpretation (1) (such as 
Mi pham) claims) but rather - in the sense that the true nature of 
entities is their existence without svabhiiva, rather than existence 
with svabhava or total non-existence). · 

As I have said already, interpretation (2) is, in my judgement, the 
most plausible reading of Nagarjuna's texts. The dominant qmcern 
of his writings is that the ultimate truth/true nature of entities is 
their absence of svabhiiva. (See here chapters 2 and 4 for textual 
evidence). It seems advisable, therefore, to interpret those 
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uncommon passages which use the language of non-conceptuality 
to be describing a particular way of experiencing this absence of 
svabhava, rather than as asserting a distinct unconceptualizable 
reality. But let me, in conclusion, suggest two serious philosophical 
difficulties with interpretation (2). 

The Problem of Emptiness as a Mere Absence 

I have explained that, according to interpretation (2), the 
meditative experience of reality has as its sole object the absence 
of svabhava itself, i.e. emptiness. Meditation on emptiness is thus 
conceptual, -in the sense that it discriminates something. But what 
can it possibly mean to discriminate a mere absence? Can the 
discrimination of an absence in -fact be distinguished from the 
discrimination of nothing at all? It is arguable, then, that the 
meditation on emptiness, after all, involves a complete cessation of 
conceptualization - i.e. it does not discriminate anything - akin to 
the already-mentioned sarrzjniivedayitanirodhalnirodhasamapatti 
of the Abhidharma.37 · 

But in this case the meditation on emptiness is not actually a state 
of consciousness (and certainly not a state of knowledge). For, as I . 
have explained, consciousness is always consciousness of something. 
Unless Nagarjuna were to view liberation as the annihilation of all 
mental activity whatsoever (which would undeniably entail the 
cessation of all suffering (dul?kha) ), it is difficult to see what 
soteriological benefit could be derived from such a meditation 
(assuming, indeed, that it is even psychologically possible). 

The unanswered question is, of course, whether Nagarjuna 
intends the meditation on emptiness to be such a state of complete 
mental inactivity. According to interpretation (2), Nagarjuna 's 
intention, no matter how problematic, is that emptiness is 
something (a mere absence) which is known in meditation. 
Meditation on emptiness is therefore intended by him to be, in 
the sense that something is discriminated, conceptual. I concede, 
however, that Nagarjuna's intention might be different. It is 
possible, I suppose, that the meditation on emptiness for . 
Nagarjuna might be a 'paranormal' state, induced by the 
realization that all entities are merely conceptual constructs (i.e. 
they are without svabhaz,a), in which one simply stops all of one's 
conceptual constructing. Meditation on emptiness would be, in this 
case, simply the complete eradication of conceptual construction. 
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As all experience is entirely conceptually constructed for Nagarju­
na, meditation on emptiness would thus be a total shutting down of 
the mind (rather than a state of knowledge), though why the 
attainment of such mental blankness would be desirable I cannot 
understand. 

Interpretation (2) and the Question of Nihilism 

I will argue in the next chapter that Nagarjuna's philosophy, 
understood as an assertion of universal absence of svabhava, is 
tantamount · to nihilism; despite Nagarjuna's a~· ocacy of the 
Middle Path. Interpretation (2), as I have explained, sees emptiness 
as a quality, albeit a negative quality, of entities. It is this quality 
alone of entities, their ultimate truth, which is discriminated by the 
meditative knowledge by acquaintance of emptiness. But if 
Nagarjuna's philosophy entails nihilism, then there can be no 

· entities which have emptiness as their quality and there can be no 
emptiness which is the quality of entities. There can thus be no 
meditative knowledge by acquaintance of emptiness. The nihilistic 
implications (probably urii·ntended by Nagarjuna) of Nagarjuna's 
philosophy therefore make interpretation (2) philosophically 
untenable. It is this problem of nihilism to which I shall now turn 
my attention. 
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6 Williams (1998b), pp. 98-99. 
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10 MMK XXIV, 8-10. 
11 Phenomenology of Spirit (trans. Findlay, 1977), p. 9. 
12 Cited in Peacocke (1989), p. 10. 
13 See here the Abhidharma account of satr~ifla, which can be translated as 

'conceptualization'. Satr~iiiii is the mental factor (caitta) which enables 
consciousness (citta) to identify/recognize the distinctive characteristic (nimitta) 
of its object. Significantly, satr~jna must be P.resent in all states of consciousness. 
See Nyanaponika Thera (1976), pp. 45-48, 70, Williams (1980), pp. 14 ff. It 
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would appear, then, thador the Abhidharma there are no non-conceptual states 
of consciousness. It might be objected, however, that the Abhidharma does 
recognize the 'cessation of sensation and conceptualization' (salfljiiavedayita­
nirodha/salfliiiaveditanirodha, also known as the nirodhasamapatti), a medi­
tative attainment (samapatti) and non-associated compositional factor 
(cittaviprayuktasalflskara) which follows after the naivasalfliiianasalfljiidyatana, 
the fourth and highest of the arupyadhyana-s. It is achieved, apparently, only by 
Aryans. There is a comparable meditative factor, called the asalfljfiisamapatti, 
which is said to be achieved at the level. of the fourth dhyana by non-Aryans 
(prthagjana). Both of these meditative states are, it is claimed, characterized by 
the abse.nce of sdlfljiia. See AKBh II, 43-44, III, 6b. In which case it is wrong, it 
might be objected, to say, as I have, that the Abhidharma does not accept non­
conceptual states of consciousness. In reply, I say that in these meditative states, 
according to the Abhidharma, the practitioner possesses nothing but very basic 
physical functions, described as the 'life principle' (jivita). See AKBh II, 45a-b. 
In what sense, I wonder, then, can these meditative conditions be labelled 'states 
of consciousness'? In fact, these absorptions are described as 'interruptions' of 
the mind. See AKBh II, 44e, Griffiths (1986), p. xiv, 10, etc, and Ruegg (1989), 
193-198. The practitioner's mental continuum is entirely absent or dormant. 
Thus, for the Abhidharma, a state without conceptualization (asalfljiia) would 
be not a spe~ial form of consciousness but rather an absence of any mental 
activity. 

1'4 I suppose here someone might object that my use of the term 'conceptual' is too 
broad. Perhaps there is a pre-conceptual form of consciousness, in which one 
discriminates x or that x is y without possessing a concept. (For example, 
arguably in the course of my everyday work I might discriminate the keys of my 
computer keyboard without possessing a concept of these keys). But this does 
not appear to me to be a substantial objection in the present context. As a pre­
conceptual cognition (what I will prefer to call, later in this chapter (see 
interpretation (2)), a 'non-explicitly conceptual cognition') discriminates x or 
that x is y, it is always potentially convertible into a conceptual cognition. 
(I arguably may nor possess a concept of the keys of my computer at present, 
but insofar as I am pre-conceptually discriminating the keys, I have the capacity 
to form the concept of them). A pre-conceptual cognition, if one admits the 
existence of such a phenomenon, is thus nor an unconceptualizable cognition, 
which is what the proponent of interpretation (I) must argue for. 

15 See, for example, Katz (1978), pp. 22-74, and Katz (1992), pp. 3-41. 
16 Katz (1978), p. 26. 
17 See Bagger (1991), p. 407. 
18 PP 40. See also MA VI, 222a-c, and MABh 182, in Tauscher (trans) (1981), 

p. 69. For an early canonical source for this idea, see the Salflyuttanikaya Il.25, 
17(( (Quoted in Tauscher (1981 ), p. 130.) 

19 MA VI, 186. 
20 Tjv 96, 27, 3-1(lida (1980), pp. 82-83). 
21 I intentionally say that 'many', . rather than 'all', experiences have both a 

character and a content. This is because there are some experiences - for 
example, experiences of bodily sensations such as pain - which simply feel a 
certain way but in which nothing more than this feeling is discriminated. The 
distinction between content and character does not seem to obtain in these cases. 
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22 Pendlebury ( 1992), pp. 125-127. 
23 Nagel (1974), pp. 435-450. 
24 Pivcevic (1986), pp. 151-152. 
25 Napper (1989), p. 94. 
26 See Napper ( 1989), p. 85. 
27 See Hopkins (1996), p. 91 ((,Klein (1986), p. 16, Williams (1989a), pp. 72-74. 
28 For a very early, non-Mahayana refe'rence to the three levels of wisdom, see the 

Sangitisutta, DN III, 220 (trans. Walshe ( 1987), p. 486. Pagel ( 1995), p. 199, 
242 ff notes that the three .levels of wisdom feature'in the Samadhiriijasutra and 
the Bodhisattvapi!aka. Lopez (1988), pp. 7-8 quotes Sa'?"dhinirmocanasutra 
VIII, 24, which is about the three levels of wisdom. See also AkBh II, 72b, VI, 
Se-d, VII, 18c-d, and BK (trans. in Beyer (1974), pp. 104-105.) I am not 
aware of any direct reference by Nagarjuna to the three levels of wisdom. 

29 pp 373. 
30 lnteresti'ngly, atYSV 23, Candrakirti contrasts the darsana (mthong ba) of 

emptiness, which is benign, with the dr$li (ita ba) of emptiness, which is malign. 
31 See Being and Time (trans. Macquarrie and Robinson (1962)),,pp. 98, 102-

107. Heidegger's explication of the pre-theoretical apprehension of entities 
takes place in the context of his complex ontological speculations; with which I 
am not here concerned. 

32 Note, however, that presumably even many of the preliminary meditative 
practices which lead to the focussed, direct apprehension of emptiness in 
meditation involve conceptlJ.al diffusion. According to the dGe lugs account at 
least, the meditator must eng~ge in sustained, careful rational ami lysis, surveying 
various arguments which demonstrate (supposedly) that all entities J·ack 
svabhava. It is only on this basis, and together with much practice in samatha 
meditation, that the meditator is said to .gain the direct apprehension of 
emptiness, without conceptual diffusion. See here Williams (1989a), pp. 72-74. 

33 Lindtner ( 1982), p. 113. 
34 See Nyanaponika Thera (1976), p. 56. See also, for example, DN I, 73 (trans. 

Walshe (1987), p. 102). 
35 See VVC 29, Y$ 25, 30, 56, 59. 
36 See Gethin (1992), p. 165. See also Scherrer-Schaub (1991), p. 244. Vivikta is 

also traditionally used to denote the physical isolation of the monk who is 
seeking liberation. Thus, it is in the physical isolation of the forest hermitage, 
etc that the monk strives to achieve the meditative isolation (in jhana!dhyana) 
from distractions and hindrances. The principle is, no doubt, that such physical 
conditions are most conducive to the attainment of jhanaldhyiina. See Gethin 
(1992), p. 170, Scherrer-Schaub (1991), pp. 218-219, Ray (1994), pp. 63-64. 

37 See note 13. It is perhaps significant in this respect that the Chung-lun, . 
commenting on MMK XVIII, declares that the samadhi of cessation (of feeling 
and conceptions) (nirodhasamiipatti) is regarded as ~he highest samadhi,"insofar 
as it entails the cessation of all mental activities. This is evidence, then, of both 
the acknowledgement of the existence such a meditative state, and a valuing of 
it, within early Madhyamaka thought. See Bocking (trans.) (1995), p. 281. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Problem of Nihilism1 

Introduction: The Charge of Nihilism and 
Nagarjuna's Response 

In Nagarjuna's texts his opponents not infrequently object that if 
the ultimate truth is, as Nagarjuna says, the emptiness (sunyatii) of 
all entities, then Nagarjuna's teaching in fact destroys all entities. 2 

Nagarjuna's position entails, in other words, nihilism/ - the view 
that nothing exists at all. Nagarjuna's response to this criticism is 
invariably that, on the contrary, it is emptiness which makes 
possible all entities:3 His opponents have, he claims, misunder­
stood the meaning of emptiness.4 Emptiness does not entail the 
non-existence of the various entities of which it is the emptiness. 
On the contrary, emptiness means that these entities exist as 
dependent arisings, without svabhiiva. Emptiness is, Nagarjuna 
claims, the famous Buddhist Middle Way between etern~lism and 
nihilism.5 Entities exist, it is true, but they exist only in dependence 
upon conditions. Entities are thus empty of independent existence. 
Nagarjuna turns the opponents' argument on its head, claiming 
that in fact it is the rejection, rather than the acceptance, of the 
teaching of emptiness which destroys all entities.6 Entities arise and 
perish in dependence upon conditions. To deny emptiness · is to 
deny that there are such dependently arising entities. It is, 
therefore, emptiness which explains the existence of all entities. 

When one first reads Nagarjuna's explanations of the compat­
ibility of emptiness and the existence of all entities they perhaps 
seem entirely convincing. Of course emptiness is compatible with 
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svabhiiva of all entities entails considerably more than simply that 
entities are dependently originating. In fact, seen in the light of 
Abhidharma philosophy, there would appear to be a strong 
argument that Nagarjuna's assertion that all entities lack svabhiiva 
does destroy - contrary to Nagarjuna's intention - the manifold 
world of entities. Nagarjuna may be, unwittingly, a nihilist. 
Nagarjuna might think that he treads the Middle Way, but perhaps 
in fact he has raken a wrong turning. 

My interpretation here should be distinguished from that ofT. 
Wood? Wood argues that Nagarjuna is self-avowedly a nihilist. I 
claim, by contrast, that Nagarjuna probably did not see himself as 
a nihilist, but that it is arguable that, given the principles of his 
philosophy, he was a nihilist nevertheless. And, certai·nly, given the 
pre-suppositions of Abhidharma philosophy, his thinking would 
have beeri understood by many of his fellow Buddhists to result in 
nihilism. 

The Abhidharma Notion of svabhava 

Nagarjuna says, I have explained, that the dependent origination of 
entities is incompatible with their possession of svabhiiva. Taken at 
face-value, this means simply that all entities dependently arise, 
and therefore they do not have independent existence. However -
and this is a crucial point - in Abhidharma philosophy the 
dependent origination of some entities, i.e. sarrzskrta dharma-s, is 
said to be actually compatible with their possession of svabhiiva. In 
other words, according to Abhidharma thought, possession of 
svabhiiva does not entail independent existence. 8 

· For the Abhidharmika,9 svabhiiva is attributed to dharma-s 
because dharma-s are independent of causes and conditions in a 
specific sense. Dharma-s are not dependent upon parts for their 
existence. The dharma-s are the foundational components of the 
world. They are not further analyzable into constituents, 10 and 
they are the constituents of all other entities. These dharma-s are, 
for the Abhidharmikas, 'ultimate truths' (paramiirthasatya), and 
have 'substantial' or primary existence (dravyasat). 11 

There are innumerable instances of these dharma-s, but these 
innumerable instances are classified, by the Abhidharmikas, into .a 
finite number of categories. In the Vaibha~ika Abhidharmaat least, 
there are four categories of conditioned (sarrzskrta) dharma-s -
form (rupa), consciousness (citta), consciol,Jsness-factors (caitta), 
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and conditioned factors dissociated from consciousness (cittavi­
prayuktasarrtskiira) - and one category of unconditioned 
(asarrtskrta) dharma-s. In the AKBh, each category is further sub­
divided (except citta, which has only one member), so that in total 
seventy-five types of dharma-s are enumerated. 12 Each type of 
dharma has a self-characteristic (svalak~a1;1a), i.e. a definable 
nature, an own-nature (svabhava), 13 which distinguishes it in the 
taxonomy from the other types of dharma-s. There are, according 
to this classification, eleven rupa dharma-s, one citta ·dharma, 
forty-six caitta ·dharma-s, fourteen cittaviprayuktasatrtskiira dhar­
ma-s, and three asarrtskrta dharma-s. 14 There are disagreements 
between Abhidharma/ Abhidhamma traditions - and within the 
same tradition in different texts and at different stages in the 
tradition's development - about the details of this taxonomy, but 
these need not detain us here. 

Sarrtskrta dharma-s are - it must be emphasized - subject to 
dependent origination (pratityasamutpiida). 15

. Thus, the satrtskrta 
dharma-s have the general characteristics (siimiinyalak~a1;1a) of 
birth (jiiti), duration (sthiti), and impermanence (anityatii). Often, 
decay (jarii) is also included in this list. 16 In fact, complex theories 
of conditionality were developed to explain the arising, duration, 
decay, and impermanence of sarrtskrta dharma-sP These sarrtskrta 
dharma-s are, furthermore, each said to remain only for a moment 
(k~a1;1a). 18 There is a causally connected flow of these momentary 
atomic events. 

The complex, analyzable entities constructed out of the . 
svabhiiva-endowed ultimate truths (the dharma-s) have a derivative 
or conceptually constructed existence (prajiiaptisat) and are 
conv~ntional truths (sarrtvrtisatya). 19 These are the entities of the 
commonly experienced world - i.e. the world of trees, mountains, 
houses, and people. · 

Sanghabhadra and, later, PlirQavardhana make a further 
distinction between 'first-order' and 'second-order' prajnaptisat 
entities. First-order prajiiaptisat entities are those which are 
constructed directly on the basis of dravyasat entities whereas 
second-order prajnaptisat entities are constructed on the basis of 
other prajnaptisat entities. A pot, for example, is constructed out of 
various parts, such as its sides, bottom, handle, which are not 
themselves dravyasat. A forest, to take another example, is 
constituted by a number of trees, which are themselves constituted 
by their various parts. And so on. There can, then, be very complex 
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conceptual construction - with entities being constructed on the 
basis of entities which are themselves constructed, etc. However, 
even second-order prajiiaptisat entities must finally have a 
dravyasat basis. All construction - no matter how complex - is 
finally based on an unconstructed reality.20 

Conventional truths are, for the Abhidharma, entities which are 
conceptual constructs in the sense that they are the product of the 
mind's synthesizing activity on the basis of the various dharma-s. In 
which case, it appears that for ·the Abhidharma, conventional 
truths originate in dependence upon two factors: (i) the constitu­
ents, i.e. dharma-s which form the basis of construction, and (ii) the 
constructing activity of the mind. Without the presence of both of 
these elements, there can be no conventional truths.21 

Nagarjuna's Notion of ni/Jsvabhava Understood in the 
Abhidharma Context 

Thus, for Abhidharma philosophy, it is incorrect to say that the 
possession of svabhiiva, i.e. the nature/characteristic possessed by 
the unanalyzable dharma, entails that a dharma is independent of 
causes and conditions. All dharma-s possess svabhiiva and most of 
these svabhava-possessing dharma-s, · i.e. all of the sarrzskrta 
dharma-s, also dependently originate. By contrast, Nagarjuna 
seems to say that an entity with svabhiiva would have independent, 
uncreated existence. 

A Terminological Difference? 

It might be argued, therefore, that Nagarjuna has simply defined 
svabhiiva differently than the Abhidharmikas. Which would be to say 
that the svabhiiva which Nagarju~a rejects is not the svabhiiva which 
the Abhidharmika upholds •. Whereas Nagarjuna defines svabhava as 
independent existence, the Abhidharmika defines svabhiiva as 
unanalyzable, more-than-conceptual existence, i.e. dravyasat. 

In this case, it might be argued, Nagarjuna and the Abhidhar­
mika agree that there are deperidently originating, unanalyzable, 
and more-than-conceptual (dravyasat) . sarrzskrta dharma-s. But 
whereas for Nagarjuna the dependent origination of these sarrzskrta 
dharma-s means that they do not have svabhiiva (= iAdependent 
existence), for the Abhidharmika these dependently originating 
sarrzskrta dharma-s do have svabhiiva (=unanalyzable, more-than: 
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conceptual existence). With regards to sarrzskrta dharma-s, 
Nagarjuna and the Abhidharmikas are in philosophical agreement 
but terminological disagreement. (But note that if Nagarjuna is 
claiming that all entities lack svabhava (= independent existence), 
then this would seem to imply that for him, unlike for the 
Abhidharmikas, there are at least no asarrzskrta dharma-s22

). 

Universal Absence of svabhava as Equivalent to . 
prajiiaptimatra 

There is a strong ;ugument, however, that in fact the disagreement 
with regards to svabhava is not about terminology. One must 
remember that Nagarjuna is, after all, a second century Indian 
Buddhist. The lingua franca of ancient Indian Buddhist philosophy 
was the language of the Abhidharma. It is improbable, it can be 
argued, that Nagarjuna would simply begin to employ, without 
notification, a key term of the Abhidharma philosophy in an 
entirely innovative way. It is more plausible that Nagarjuna 
considers the notion of svabhava which he refutes to be that 
employed within the Abhidharma context in which he operates. (It 
certainly appears from Nagarjuna's texts that he thought that he 
had a point of substantial disagreement to make). 

In this case, when he claims that all entities lack svabhava, 
Nagarjuna probably means, not simply that no entities originate 
ind~pendently of conditions but also, that no entities originate 
independently of the constructing activity · of the mind. There are 
no basic, unanalyzable existents out of which the prajiiaptisat 
world is formed. Thus, all entities whatsoever are, for Nagarjuna, 
simplY. conceptual constructs. When Nagarjuna says that entities 
with sv.abhava would be uncreated and independent he must mean, 
in fact, that such entities would be uncreated by and independent 
of the constructing mind. Nagarjuna's denial of svabhava is not in 
fact a statement of the truism that all entities dependently 
originate, but is rather an assertion that all entities originate in 
dependence upon the constructing mind. 

It is arguable, however, that Nagarjuna's general tendency to 
equate lack of svabhava with dependence on causes and conditions, 
rather than specifically with dependence on parts, indicates a subtle 
shift or broadening in the meaning of svabhava. 

As I have explained, the Abhidharmikas had argued that entities 
which can be analyzed into their parts are simply conceptual 
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constructs, i.e. they lack svabhava. But dharma-s, though in most 
cases dependently originating, are partless and thus are not 
conceptually constructed, i.e. they have svabhava. 

Perhaps by contrast Nagarjuna is claiming that any entity which 
originates in dependence upon causes- be these causes the parts of 
the entity or external to the entity - can be analyzed into these 
causes, and is thus simply a conceptual construct imposed on the 
concatenation of causes. Thus, for Nagarjuna, even if there were 
partless sarrzskrta dharma-s as the Abhi,dharmika says (though, as I 
show below, Nagarjuna himself occasionally seems to deny the 
existence of partless entities), because these dharma-s are 
dependently originating, as the Abhidharmika claims, they can be 
analyzed into - and are thus (according to Nagarjuna) concep­
tually constructed on the basis of - their causes. Svabhava and 
dependent origination are - contrary to the Abhidharmika under­
standing - incompatible. According to Nagarjuna, if the Abhid­
harmika persists in attributing svabhava to the dharma-s, he 
cannot also say that they dependently originate. To be dependently 
originated is to be conceptually constructed. 

So Nagarjuna arri~es at his often stated position that any entity 
which is positf:!d as having svabhava must also be independent of 
causes, i.e. permanent (despite what the Abhidharmikas maintain). 
And there are, of course, no such independent, permanent entities 
for Nagarjuna. 

* * * 
If this interpretation is correct, the ultimate' truth is for Nagarjuna 
that there are no ultimate truths in the Abhidharma sense. By this 
Nagarjuna does not m~an simply that there are no independent, 
permanent entities. Nagarjuna means, in addition, that there are no 
unanalyzable, more-than-conceptually constructed entities.23 In the 
language of later Madhyamaka philosophy,24 no entity whatsoever 
is found under analysis. Whatsoever entity one examines, one finds, 
according to the Madhyamika, that it is simply a concept (or name) 
attributed by the mind to a concatenation of causes. If the causes are 
themselves examined, they are themselves found· to be simply 
concepts attributed by the mind on the basis of their own ca\lses. 
And so on. There are no foundational more-than-conceptually 
constructed entities. Nagarjuna 's advocacy of universal. absence of 
svabhava is thus equivalent to the notion that everything is just 
conceptual construction (prajiiaptimatra). 
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I think that the evidence which I have collated below 
demonstrates that Nagarjuna does indeed employ the Abhidharma 
notion of svabhava, and his denial that any entities have svabhava 
does entail, for him, that all entities are pra;naptisat. In which case, 
Nagarjuna's claim that emptiness does not entail nihilism, because 
emptiness means simply that entities lack independent existence, is 
untenable. Nagarjuna's superficially convincing argument comple­
tely fails to address the real criticism which his opponents are 
making of his philosophy. Nagarjuna does not in fact deny only 
that there are independently existing entities. Nagarjuna denies 
also that there are any entities which arise independently of 
conceptual construction. Nagarjuna's opponents do not think that 
the universal dependent origination of entities would result in 
nihilism. But they do consider that, if all entities were to ~ave, as 
Nagarjuna contends, conceptually constructed existence, then 
nihilism would indeed be entailed. As I.shall explain later in this 
chapter, I think that they are right. 

Evidence for prajnaptima.tra in Nagarjuna's Writings 

At no point of which I am aware does Nagarjuna explicitly and 
unambiguously state that all entities are pra;naptisat, at least in the 
works which I consider to be most reliably attributable to him.l5 

The question is, therefore, what other indirect textual evidence is 
there that Nagarjuna does in fact think that all entities lack svabhava 
- in the sense that they are analyzable, and hence conceptual 
constructs? I shall examine the evidence, which, I think, is plentiful. 

Dependence on Parts 

There do not appear to be many places in Nagarjuna's writings 
where he makes explicit that he means that all entities originate in 
dependence upon their parts. He does not seem to say often that 
entities lack svabhava in the sense that they are dependent on their 
parts for their existence. On the contrary, as I have already 
explained, he usually describes svabhava more broadly as 
independence from causes and conditions, and he claims that all 
entities lack svabhava because they originate in dependence upon 
causes and conditions - be these causes and conditions the entities'· 
parts or external to the entities. There are, however, the following 
statements in the RV: 
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naiko 'nekapradesatviinniipradesasca kascana/ 

On account of many parts, there is not one, and there is 
nothing without parts ... (RV I, 71a-b). 

skyes bu khams drug 'dus pa'i phyirl 
yang dag ma yin ji Ita hal 
de bzhin khaflls ni re re Ia 'ang/ 
'dus phyir yang dag nyid du min// 

Just as the person is not real, because it is a composite of the 
six elements, likewise also each element is not a reality, 
because it is a composite. (RV I, 81).26 

'Sa'flvrti' and 'sii'flvrta' in the AS 

The terms 'sa'flvrti' and 'sii'flvrta' (which, I think, are synonyms27
) 

are used in Nagarjuna's AS to denote the dependently originating 
entities of which the universe is constituted28: 

... pratyayaja'fl visva'fl tvayokta'fl natha Sii'flvrtam/1 

... everything born out of conditions is declared by you, Oh 
Protector, to be sii1f1vrta. (AS 6c-d). 

hetupratyayasa'flbhiUii paratantrii ca sa'flvrtii?l 

Sa'flvrti arises from causes and conditions and is dependent. 
(AS 44a-b). 

As I have explained already, in Abhidharma philosophy 
sa71tvrtisatya denotes an entity which has prajiiaptisat status. It 
seems plausible that Nagarjuna's description of all dependently 
originating entities as 'sa1f1vrti' and 'sii'flvrta' - bearing in mind the 
Abhidharma use of the term 'sa'flvrtisatya' - is meant to 
communicate that all entities have a conceptually constructed 
existence. Entities are conventions, that is, in the sense that they do 
not exist independently of the constructing mind. 

'Sa'flvrti' and 'vyavahiira' in MMK XXIV 

The term 'sa'flvrti' appears also at MMK XXIV, 8 as a member of 
the compound 'lokasa'flvrtisatya'. Nagarjuna proclaims that the 
Buddhas' teaching of the dharma is based upon two truths - the 

96 



The Problem of Nihilism 

truth of worldly convention (lokasarrzvrtisatya) and the truth from 
the ultimate perspective (paramartbata/:1). Then, at MMK XXIV, 10 
Nagarjuna employs the term 'vyavahara', which is here, I believe, a 
synonym for lokasarrzvrtisatya in verse 8. He says that without 
depending on convention (vyavahara), the ultimate (paramartha) is 
not taught. Without understanding the ultimate, nirvat;ta is not 
attained. 

One way of reading these verses29 is as saying thai' the ultimate 
truth is the ultimate truth about the various entities which make up 
the world. These entities are one and all conventions. That is, they 
are merely conceptual constructs. As the ultimate truth is not 
independent of entities, and these entities are conventions 
(= conceptual constructs), the ultimate truth can only be taught in 
dependence upon conventions. And the ultimate truth is precisely 
that entities are simply conventions/conceptual constructs. Nirviit;ta 
is attained only when one understands entities in their ultimate truth. 
(See here YS 9c-d, 'just thorough knowledge of cyclic existence is 
declared to be nirviit;ta' (parijiiiinarrz bhavasyaiva nirviinarrz iti 
kathyate)). Nirviit;ta occurs, in other words, when one apprehends 
that entities are simply conventions/conceptual constructs. (The 
implication here is, of cour~e, that ordinary, unenlightened people 
have not attained nirvat;ta precisely because they have failed to see 
the ultimate truth about entities. The conventionaVconceptually 
constructed nature of all entities is not seen by the unenlightened. On 
the contrary, unenlightened people wrongly believe entities in many 
cases to have a mind-independent existence). 

· Synonyms for prajiiaptimatra 

Furthermore, Nagarjuna sometimes describes all ent1t1es as the 
product of kalpana, vikalpa, and parikalpa, terms which might be 
synonyms for prajnapti. He also sometimes refers to all entities as 
'namamiitra', which might be equivalent to saying that all entities 
have conceptually cons.tructed existence. Thus, Nagarjuna declares 
that, 

· atastvayii jagadidatrz parikalpasamudbhavam/ 
parijiiiitamasadbhatamanutpannarrz na nasyati/1 

Therefore, you [the ·Buddha] have fully understood .that this 
world is produced from parikalpa. It is unreal, unarisen [and] 
is not destroyed. (LS 19) . 
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kalpanamatramityasmatsarvadharma/:J prakasita/:JI 

Therefore, all dharma-s have been made manifest [by the 
Buddha] to be 'only kalpana' ... (AS 36a-b) 

'jig rten ma rig rkyen can du! 
gang phyir sangs rgyas rnams gsungs pal 
'di yi phyir na 'jig rten 'dil 
rnam rtog yin zhes cis mi 'thad// 

Since the Buddhas speak of the world as having the [causal] 
condition which is ignorance, therefore why not accept that 
this world is vikalpa? (YS 37) 

namamatratrt jagatsarvamityuccairbh(i#tatrt tvaya/ 

You [the Buddha] sonorously declare that the whole world is 
only nama. (AS 35a-b). 

The Non-Origination of Dependently Originating Entities 

Also, it is perhaps significant in this respect that Nagiii"juna does not 
simply say that entities dependently originate. He often declares that 
in reality there is no origination of dependently originating entities: 

pratftyajatatrt cajatamaha tattvavidatrt vara/:J/1 

... and the best of knowers of reality said the dependently 
arisen is not arisen. (YS 48c-d). 

This might be read as a statement that dependently originating 
entities do not originate with svabhava. See here YSV 48 in which 
Candrakirti claims that this is the meaning of Nagarjuna's 
statement. Thus Candrakirti comments that 'the dependently 
arisen is not arisen with svabhava'. (rten cing 'brei par 'byung ba 
ngo bo nyid kyis ma skyes pa). Candrakirti's interpretation 1s 
corroborated by YS 19 in which Nagarjuna states that: 

tattat prapya yadutpannatrt notpannatrt tatsvabhavata/:JI 
svabhavena yannotpannamutpannatrt nama tatkatham/1 

That which is arisen depending on this and that is not arisen 
in accordance with svabhava. 
How can that which is not arisen by means of svabhava be 
called 'arisen'? (Y$ 19). 
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Presumably Nagarjuna's statements that the dependently arisen 
is unarisen with svabhava are intended as ·more than simply 
declarations of the truism that a dependently arisen · entity is not 
independent. His declarations ar~ surely, it seems to me, meant to 
communicate something more significant than this! 

It can be argued, therefore, that Nagarjuna means that 
dependently arisen entities do not have svabhava in the Abhidhar­
ma sense, i.e. they are not dravyasat. Which is to say that they are 
prajftaptisat. (In Abhidharma terms these are the only possible 
categories. Whatever is not dravyasat must be prajnaptisat). This 
would explain why the dependently arisen entity which arises 
without svabhava cannot be called 'arisen'. That is, there are no 
real, dravya, dependently arising entities. All dependently arising 
entities are conceptually constructed (prajnapti), and in this sense 
their arising is unreal. 

Comparisons with Dreams, Illusions, etc 

Hence, perhaps, Nagarjuna's frequent comparisons of dependently 
originating entities to dreams, illusions, and other fabricated 
entities. Dependently originating entities have, like a drea111 or an 
illusion, an existe1_1ce which depends solely on the constructing 
activity of the mind. (Perhaps also dependently arising enti'iies are 
said to be like a dream, illusion, etc because - like a dream or 
illusion - they often appear one way to the deluded mind, i.e. as 
having more than conceptual existence, yet exist in another way, 
i.e. as merely conceptual constructs): 

utpanno 'pi na cotpanno yadvanmayagajo matal;/ 
utpannarrz ca tatha visvamanutpannarrz ca tattvatal;/1 

Just as an illusory elephant is considered to be, although 
arisen, in addition unarisen, so evernhing is both arisen and 
in reality unarisen. (AS 30). 

yatha maya yatha svapno gandharvanagararrz yathal 
tathotpadastatha sthanarrz tatha bhanga udahrtam/1 

Arising, duration, and cessation are declared to be like an 
illusion, a dream, [and] a city of gandharva-s; (MMK VII, 34) 

yatha mayagajo naiti kutascidyattna kva cit/ 
cittamohanamatratvadbhavatvena na ti~thati/1 
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tatha mayopamo loko naiti yati na kutracitl 
cittamohanamatratvadbhavatvena na ti$thatill 

Just as an illusory elephant - because it is simply a delusion of 
the mind - does not come from anywhere, goes nowhere, 
[and] does not endure really, so too the world, which is like 
an illusion, does not come [from anywhere], goes nowhere, 
[and]does not endurereally, because it is simply a delusion of 
the mind. (RV II, 12-13). 

An especially interesting passage occurs in. the AS, 

yadvacchabdarrz pratftyeha pratisabdasamudbhaval?l 
mayamaricivaccapi tatha bhavasamudbhavaiJI 
mayamaricigandharvanagarapratibimbakaiJ! 
yadyajataiJ saha svapnairna syattaddarsanadikam/1 

Like here [in this woi:ld] an echo arises depending on a sound, 
· and also like an illusion and a mirage [arise], so too cyclic 
existence arises. If the illusion, the mirage, the gandharva-s' 
city, the reflection, as well . as dreams, were not born, there 
would not be perception, etc of them. (AS 4-5). 

This passage shbws not only that cyclic existence (bhava) has an 
ontological status comparable with illusions, etc. In addition, 
illusions, etc, Nagarjuna says, are perceived- i.e. they appear, they 
ai:e not nothing - which entails that they do exist (they are born 
(jata), as Nagarjuna ·puts it). The implication would seem to be 
that, for Nagarjuna, cyclic existence too is not merely nothing; it 
too is perceived, etc, and hence must exist, no matter how 
tenuously. Nagarjuna seems to · claim that · entities are mere 
appearances to the mind, but this entails, he wants to say, that 
they have a 'mere appearance' type of existence. Prajnaptisat is still 
for Nagarjuna a form of 'sat'. (Though I wiU argue later in this 
chapter that the unintended consequence of Nagarjuna's position 
that all entities are prajnaptisat rrtust be that in fact entities do not 
exist at all) . . Tala and Dragonetti, in their explanation of these 
verses, express Nagariuna's point very well, 

the magical illusion, the mirage, etc have a certain form of 
existence, an illusory one. This form of existence is the same. 
form of existence of the empirical reality. It is this form of 
existence which allows the perce~tion of the magical illusion 
etc . and of the empirical reality~ 3 

. 
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MMK XXIV, 18: An Analys.s 

Finally, there is also the extremely important :but variously­
interpreted MMK XXIV, 18, in . which Nagarjuna says that 
dependent origination (pratftyasamutpada) is ·emptiness (s~nyatii), 
and emptiness is prajiiaptirupadaya (and the Middle Path 
(madhy.pmii pratipat)). 31 

· 

The phrase 'prajiiaptirupadaya', m:, as it is usually expressed, 
'upiidayaprajiiapti' means, literally, 'concept based upon' or 
'concept depending upon'. (See here also the Tibetan, translation 
'brten nas gdags pa').32 As Warder explains, the commentary on 
the Kathavatthu says that the term 'upadaya' means 'conditioned 
by' (paficca), 'depending on' (iigamma), 'not without that' (na vinii 
tarrz).33 The Pali equivalent of upiidayaprajiiapti, i.e. upadayapaii­
iiatti or upadiipaiiiiatti, is used, for example, in the Kathavatthu, in 
a section entitled 'Examination of the "Concept Depending Upon"' 
( Upadapaiiiiattanuyoga). Here it· is explained that the person 
(puggala) is a concepC(paiiiiatti) which is not a real entity. If the 
person were a real entity (rather than a concept) it would be 
identifiable with its really occurring constituents - identified in the 
text as the khandha-s, dhiitu-s and so on - either individually or 
collectively. But the person cannot be so identified. The person is, 
then, a concept (created by the mind) depending upon its 'really 
occurring constituents, but itself not a really occurring entity.34 See 
here also Candraklrti's commentary on MMK XVIII, 1, in which he 
explains that non-Buddhists (tfrthika), because they do not 
understand upadiiyaprajiiapti-s, do not realize (because of fear 
(triisa)) that the self (iitman) is mereiy·a name (namamatrakam). 35 

It seems likely that Nagarjuna means that an entity which is a 
prajiiaptirupiidaya is one which is a concept (prajiiapti) depending on 
(upiidiiya) its parts. (Though, of course, for the Madhyamika, unlike 
for the Abhidharmika, the parts out of which an entity is constituted 
are themselves inevitably prajiiaptirupadaya-s). In this case, MMK 
XXIV, 18 could plausibly mean that what is dependently originating 
(i.e. each and every entity) is empty (of svabhiiva), and a dependently 
origimiting entity, empty of svabhiiva, is simply a concept depending 
upon its parts. Seen in the light of emptiness, i.e. universal absence of 
svabhava, then, the dependent origination of all entities means that 
all entities originate in dependence upon the mind. 

* * * 
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It might be objected, however, that a prajiiapti (in the compound 
prajiiaptirupiidiiya) is a concept, and not a conceptually con­
structed entity to which a concept might refer. A concept of a 
chariot (to use a traditional example) is obviously not the same as 
an actual (though conceptually constructed) chariot. I have a 
concept of a chariot which I have now brought to mind, but I 
nevertheless certainly do not have a chariot. Even if Niigiirjuna 
claims that all entities are prajiiaptisat, he clearly upholds the 
distinction between concepts and their conceptually constructed 
referents. As Niigiirjuna says, 

sarrzjniirthayorananyatve mukharrz dahyeta vahninii/ 

If there were identity of the concept and [its] object, the 
mouth would be burned by the [concept] fire. (LS 7a-b) . 

. . . gal te bum pa mngon par brjod pa dang/ bum pa gcig nyid 
. yin na bum pa brjod pa bzhin du phyi rol yang 'jim pa'i gong 
bu dang/ 'khor lo dang/ chu Ia sogs pa 'dus pa Ia ma ltos par 
grub par 'gyur tel bum pa Ia sogs pa mngon par rtogs nas bum 
pa Ia sogs pa 'grub par 'gyur ro/ bum pa zhes brjod pa na kha 
gang bar 'gyur Ia me zhes brjod pa na mchu 'tshig par 'gyur te 
de /tar 'dod pa yangma yin no/ 

... if the word 'pot' and the pot were identical, [then] just as 
,the word 'pot' comes into existence even externally, not 
depending on i:he assemblage of the lump of day, the 
[potter's] wheel, the water, etc, [likewise], having clearly 
comprehended [the word] pot, the pot, etc would come into 
existence. When uttering 'pot', the mouth would become full, 
and when uttering 'fire' the lips would burn. And this cannot 
be accepted. (VaidC 52). 

However, although it is clear from these passages that Niigiirjuna 
does want to uphold the distinction between concepts which refer to 
conceptually constructed entities and the conceptually constructed 
referents, this does not mean that he uses the term 'prajiiaptir­
upiidiiya' to denote the concepts which refer to conceptually 
constructed entities, rather than the conceptually constructed 
referents. As Warder has shown, 36 there is a long tradition (albeit 
only fully developed long after Niigiirjuna's time) in Abhidhamma 
thought of using the term 'paiiiiatti' both to denote concepts which 
refer to conceptually constructed entities and also to denote the 
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conceptually constructed referents. ('Pafzftatti' also denotes those 
concepts which refer to dharma-s, non-conceptually constructed 
entities, (though, of course, pafzfzatti does not denote the dharma-s 
themselves) but that is not relevant here). 

In other words, for the Abhidhamma, it is not correct to asser.t 
that conceptually constructed entities are not pafzfzatti-s. Which is 
not to say that concepts which refer to conceptually constructed 
entities and the conceptually construc~ed referents ate conflated, 
but rather that the term 'pafzfzatti' has two distinct senses - i.e. 
pafzfzatti-s which refer to conceptually constructed entities, and 
pafzfzatti-s which are the conceptually constructed entities. 37 And, 
significantly, perhaps, the term 'upadayapafzfzatti' (as distinct from 
'pafzfzatti') is sometimes used only to denote the panfzatti-s which 
are the conceptually constructed referents and not the pafifzatti-s 
which refer to conceptually constructed referents. 38 

Thus, it is quite possible that NagArjuna is here using the term 
'prajnaptirupadaya' to denote conceptually constructed existents, 
i.e. the referents of concepts. Which is to say that a prajfzaptir­
upadaya is the chariot, for example, itself, and not the concept 
which has the chariot as its referent. 

* * * 
Candrakirti seems to understand MMK XXIV, 18 in the way that I 
have suggested, for he writes, in his commentary on this verse, that 
emptiness and upadayaprajnapti (and the Middle Path) are 
'different names' (vise~asarrzjna), i.e. synonyms, for dependent 
origination (pratftyasamutpiida). Candrakirti gives the traditional 
example of the chariot (ratha). He says that, the prajfzapti of the 
chariot which occurs depending on (upadaya) the parts (angani) of 
the chariot is not produced with svabhava. Non-production with 
svabhava (svabhavenanutpatti), Candrakirti says, is emptiness 
(sunyatii). 39 In other words, the chariot is dependently originating 
=is empty (of svabhava) =is a prajfiapti dependently originating on 
the basis of its parts.40 

It seems clear that Candrakirti here intends the example of the 
chariot to illustrate what is the case about all entities. All entities 
are dependently originating, which means that they are empty of 
svabhava, which means that they are prajnapti-s, i.e. conceptually 
constructed entities, depending upon parts. · 

Candrakirti at least is therefore unequivocal, it seems to me, in 
his assertion of the universally conceptually constructed nature of 
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entities. Thus, in the YSV he criticizes his fellow Buddhists (rang gi 
sde pa)- whom he identifies as the Vaibha~ikas (bye brag tu smra 
ba), Sautriintikas (mdo sde pa), and Vijii~navadins (rnam par shes 
pa tsam du smra ba)- for asserting that (some) dependently arising 
entities have dravyasat (rdzas su yod pa_nyid), i.e. svarupa (rang gi 
ngo bo), here a synonym for svabhava. He compares them, rather 
unkindly, to a wild horse (rta dmu rgod) which imitates the 
behaviour of an ass (bong bu)! (The implication being, of course, 
that the Madhyamika, because he rejects that any dependently 
originating entity has dravyasat, is the thoroughbred!) 41 

Prajfiaptimatra and karma 

There is. very strong evidence, then, for the interpretation that 
Nagarjuna advocates that all entities have conceptually constructed 
existence. However, it does not follow that because Nagarjuna says 
that everything is a conceptual construct, therefore the world, i.e. 
the manifold of conventions, is, for Niigiirjuna, under one's 
control. One needs to resist here, I think, the notion that the 
manner in which one conceptually constructs is, according to 
Niigiirjuna, generally a matter of choice. On the contrary, it is 
presumably the case that one's world is largely, in Nagarjuna's 
view, a conceptual construction on the basis of previous actions 
(karmalkarman), so that one is subject to it, rather than in control 
of it. The way in which the world manifests is the inevitable 
consequence of past deeds (karmavipaka). Niigiirjuna's acceptance 
of the law of karma is clear: 

las rnams 'bras bu bcas nyid dang/ 
'gro ba dag kyang yang dag bshad/ 

Actions having consequences and also the states of existence 
have been correctly explained [by the Buddha]. (YS 32a-b). 

asubhatsarvadul?khani sarva durgatayastathal 
subhatsugatayaiJ sarval? sarvajanmasukhani call 

All sufferings and bad migrations result from vices. 
All good migrations and the pleasures in a.ll [re-]births result 
from virtues. (RV I, 21).42 

It must be granted, however, that Niigiirjuna never explicitly 
states that the world one is born into is a conceptual construct as a 
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result of karma.43 He might simply mean that the fact that one is 
born into a particular sort of world and particular circumstances is 
a product of karma. But if karma is ~he most significant 
conditioning force on the mind for Nagarjuna - which, given that 
he is a Buddhist, it clearly is ~ and if everything is according to 
Nagarjuna entirely a conceptual construct, it follows that it is 
karma which fundamentally produces the conceptually constructed 
world in which one exists. 

I think that this is a very important point to stress, because it 
shows that, if in Nagarjuna's view the world is a conceptual 
construct, nevertheless to a great extent for Nagarjuna one is 
subject to, rather than master of, it. Conventions (smrzvrti) are, 
therefore, often not entities which one can decide whether or not to 
construct in the . way in which one does. On the contrary, 
conventions usually force themselves upon one; the way in'which 
one constructs them has already been decided, as it were, by the 
law of karma. 

In many cases, particularly I suppose concerning entities of the 
natural world, if there is consensus or agreement about conven­
tions - for example, if we agree that the river is flowing with water 
- it is presumably the case that we agree because of common 
karmavipaka, rather than because we have each 'decided' to 
construct a river flowing with water! Our common karmavipaka 
compels us both to construct a river flowing with water. Human 
beings inhabit a generally similar conventional world because their 
common karmavipaka obliges them to construct the world in a 
generally similar sort of fashion. The preta might see the river as 
flowing with pus, and he might be in agreement with other preta-s 
in this matter, but this too is presumably because of common 
karmavipaka, rather than through any personal choice. Preta-s and 
humans might disagree on whether there is a river of pus or a river 
of water, but this is because their k.armavipaka is different, so that 
the conventions differ which they are compelled to construct. (But 
note that, in this example, as both humans and preta-s see a river, 
their karmavipaka must to some degree be similar). Preta-s, I 
imagine, cannot decide to construct rivers of water in place of their 
conceptually constructed rivers of pus just as human beings 
(excepting great yogin-s, perhaps) cannot choose to construct 
rivers of pus in place of their rivers of water. 

This explanation also suggests, incidentally, that for Nagarjuna 
it is not one's culture or linguistic community which primarily 
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determines the conventions which one constructs, contrary to some 
modern interpretations of Madhyamaka.44 Rather, it is one's 
karma which is the most fundamental cause of the conceptual 
constructs to which one is subject. The root cause of my 
experiencing the world in the way in which I do - with its trees, 
mountains, rivers, etc - is that my karma has matured in such a 
way as to subject me to this sort of conceptual construction. That 
we both have similar experiences is presumably primarily because 
our karma is maturing in similar ways, not because we originate 
from a common culture or share a language, etc. 

It will undoubtedly be the case that the culture or linguistic 
community in which one exists will affect to some extent the way 
in which conceptual construction will occur. For example, artifacts, 
institutions and values are obviously at least in part a matter of 
culturally · determined conceptual construction. {Whether Nagarju­
na himself was aware of this point, I do not know. References in his 
works to socio-linguistic communities as forces of conditioning are 
conspicuous by their absence! References to karma, however, are 
common). However, it is worth noting that the specific culture and 
linguistic community in which one exists is itself presumably 
largely a conceptual construction as a result' of karma. The primary 
cause of conceptual construction is, then; karma, rather than 
cultural or linguistic conditioning. . 

I must add, however, that Nagarjuna's view that natural entities 
are the product of conceptual construction governed primarily by 
karma seems pretty implausible to me. I think that I can perhaps 
accept that I exist in the sort of world, in the sort of circumstances, 
in which I find myself as a result of karma, but it seems incredible 
to believe that the world in which I find myself is itself actually a 
product of karma. Am I really to believe that the world of trees, 
mountains, rivers, etc {and even the constituents of these entities) is 
entirely a conceptual construct which only comes into existence 
because of my past actions? This seems no less bizarre {perhaps 
more bizarre), surely, than the claim that trees, mountains, rivers, 
etc {and their constituents) somehow exist because of the cultural 
or linguistic conditioning to which one is subject. 

It seems far more likely, then, that so-called conventions, i.e. the 
manifold entities of the world, are in fact, in many cases {for 
example, the entire natural world), not essentially a result of 
conceptual construction, i.e. they are not actually conventions. I 
suggest that there is a world - of complex natural entities - which 
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exists prior to and independent of conceptual construction, he the 
conceptual construction a result of karma, cultural conditioning, or 
of any other form. Yet, if Nagarjuna is advocating prajftaptimatra, 
he cannot admit that this is the case. 

And there is another (and, I think, fatal) ·problem with 
Nagarjuna's explanation here. He might want to advocate that 
the laws of karma govern the conceptual constructions which take 
place, but I do not think that in fact he can consistently uphold this 
position as well as the notion of prajftaptimatra. For if the· laws of 
karma govern conceptual construction, then it must follow that the 
laws of karma are not themselves conceptual constructs. That the 
conceptually constructed world is a result of karma entails, I think, 
that the various laws which (supposedly) determine how one 
conceptually constructs the world on the basis of previous actions 
are not themselves part of the conceptually constructed world. 
Nagarjuna's advocacy of the law of karma appears to compromise 
his position that everything is conceptually constructed. 

Prajfiaptimiitra and the Possibility of a Public World 

This is· just the beginning of Nagarjuna's difficulties, however. I 
contend that the very intelligibility of much of one's experience 
depends on the assumption that many of our cognitions do in fact 
apprehend mind-independent realities;45 Even if Nagarjuna were 
right, 'and there is not a mind-independent world which our 
cognitions apprehend, we must take for granted this mind-
independent world nonetheless. , 

For example, if I trust my cognition of a pool of water, I trust 
that the pool of water which I cognize is accessible to the 
cognitions of other people (and, indeed, that these other people 
exist independently of my mind). I trust that they too can perceive 
the water, that it will quench their thirst, etc. And I trust that the 
water is there to be cognized by others not because we engage in a 
collective fantasy of thirst-quenching water, but because there is a 
mind-independent pool of water to be cognized. This is what it 
means to trust that one's cognition of the water is correct. I cannot 
trust that my cognition of the pool of water is correct, yet think 
that there is no mind-independent pool of water to be appre­
hended, by myself and others. And I do and in fact must - if I am to 
act at all and to participate in public reality- trust my cognition in 
this way. 
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Searle46 makes the point that much human communication 
presuppo~es the mind-independent existence of many of the entities 
which are communicated · about. This is a condition for the 
possibility of communication, and the fact that one does take part 
in such communication proves that one assumes that such entities 
do actually exist independently of one's mind. Such communication 
also, of course, assumes that the people with whom one 
communicates exist independently of one's mind. If I am to say 
to you that I am going to bathe in the pool of water, I must assume 
that the pool of water which I am planning to bathe in is accessible 
to your cognitions, as well as to mine. I also must assume that this 
pool of water is not simply a shared conceptual construct which we 
both have, but that there is an actual, i.e. mind-independent, pool 
of water which I (and you too) may bathe in (provided it is large 
and deep enough!). What could it mean, I wonder, to believe that 
one is going to bathe in a conceptually constructed pool of water 
(and, perhaps, with a conceptually constructed friend)?! So, a 
difficult problem for Nagarjuna is how, if everything is a 
conceptual construct, a public world would be possible. 

Nagarjuna would of course admit that the unenlightened person 
believes that (many) entities have svabhiiva, i.e. are more-than­
conceptually constructed, even though this is not, according to 
Nagarjuna, a correct belief. Unenlightened people do not know 
that the world which they conceptually construct is a conceptual 
construction. On the contrary, unenlightened people erroneously 
perceive and erroneously believe the conceptually constructed 
world to be (largely) mind-independent. As Candrakirti says,47 

entities, though in fact conceptually constructed, 'exist [as mind­
independent entities] from the perspective of the consensus of the 
world'. ('jig rten grags pa'i sgo nas yod pa yin). This 'perspective of 
the consensus of the world' is, of course, wrong, deluded. The true 
nature of entities is hidden, not apparent, for unenlightened people. 

Thus, perhaps Nagarjuna would claim, it is the false belief in 
more-than-conceptually constructed entities which allows the 
unenlightened person to participate in a public world. But, then, 
it is not really that there is a public world which the unenlightened 
person participates in, but rather a world which he falsely believes 
to be public (but which is really his conceptual construction)! 

And this reasoning has the peculiar consequence that, if one 
came to know and perceive that all entities are in fact without 
svabhiiva, i.e. are conceptual constructs, then the false belief and 
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perception which enables one to participate in an (apparently) 
public world would be destroyed. The enlightened Madhyamika 
would see not only that all objects of the supposedly public world 
are conceptual constructs but also that the very people with whom 
he might share the publicly accessible world are themselves his own 
conceptual constructs. There are in fact no other people who have 
similar karmavipaka to oneself and with whom one might 
therefore participate in a commonly acknowledged conceptually 
constructed world! The enlightened Madhyamika must surely be a 
solipsist (which seems to me to be a peculiar sort of enlightenment). 

It is difficult to see how, in this condition, the bodhisattva ideal -
which is a fundamental pillar of Mahayana (and hence Madhya­
maka48) spirituality - could be enacted. It does, after all, seem to 
be a real paradox (and by this. I mean a non-sensical statement, a 
contradiction) that the bodhisattva saves all sentient beings yet 
there are no sentient beings to be saved (for they are all the 
bodhisattva's own conceptual constructs). The realization of 
emptiness - i.e. of the conceptually constructed nature of every­
thing, including all sentient beings - would seem to be 
incompatible with the ideal of compassion. The bodhisattva who 
holds together knowledge of emptiness and compassion is not so 
much extraordinary as deeply puzzling. 

The Nihilistic Consequences of prajiiaptimatra 

But it is not just that the notion that all · entities are conceptual 
constructs precludes the possibility of a public world, and hence of 
compassionate activity. In addition, it would appear that Nagarju­
na's opponents are right, after all, to accuse Nagarjuna of nihilism. 
For Nagarjuna is not merely saying- despite his apparent claims to 
the contrary- that entities are dependently originating, but further 
that all entities are entirely conceptually constructed. But if all 
entities are entirely conceptually constructed, then there can be 
nothing unconstructed out of which conceptually constructed 
entities can be constructed. And if there is nothing unconstn.i.cted 
out of which the conceptually constructed entities are constructed, 
then these conceptually constructed entities cannot exist. Concep­
tually constructed entity z might be constructed on the basis of y. Y 
might also be constructed on the basis of x. And so on. But at some 
point this regress must stop. Not everything can be a product of 
conceptual construction, because 'conceptual construction' re-
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quires a basis or material which is not itself conceptually 
constructed.49 To claim otherwise · would be to advocate that the 
entire world is created ex nihilo! One can see here, perhaps, the 
cause of the Abhidharma {and the Yogacara50

) objection to 
Madhyamaka philosophy. 

Also, the notion of conceptual construction would appear to 
entail - not only something foundational on the basis of which 
constructed entities can be constructed, but also - someone or 
something foundational who or whidi is doing the constructing. If 
it is contended that all entities are conceptually constructed, this 
would seem to necessitate an answer to the question, conceptually 
constructed by whom? If it is then said, as a consistent 
Madhyamika presumably must say, that whoever conceptually 
constructs is himself conceptually constructed,51 an infinite 
regress results. I don't think that I can make sense of the idea 
that even the agent {be it the self, the mind, or the flow of 
impermanent · citta-s) which conceptually constructs entities is 
itself a conceptual construction. The explanation that the agent is 
itself a ~onceptual construction begs the question, for such a 
conceptual construction would itself require an agent to do the 
constructing. The meaning of 'conceptual construction' pre­
supposes an agent which is a perpetrator of, and is logically prior 
to, the conceptual construction. 

This in no way contradicts the important psychologicaVspiritual 
point that, in many respects, one's views about one's self and the 
world are conceptual constructs {e.g. as a result of upbringing, 
habit, education, and, arguably, karma). I am simply making the 
compatible philosophical point that in order to have conceptually 
constructed views about who one is and how the world is, there 
must be someone/something itself unconstructed which has the 
views, or is doing the viewing. 

The very idea of conceptual construction seems to imply, then, 
both some material, itself unconstructed, which is the basis of 
construction, and also some agent who is the constructor of what is 
constructed. Yet, according to the interpretation which I have 
presented, in his assertion that all entities are conventions, Le. 
prajfiaptisat, Nagarjuna precludes the possibility of either of these 
necessary requirements for conceptual construction~ If, therefore, 
as Nagarjuna seems to say, the ultimate truth is that alLentities are 
conventional truths in the Abhidharma sense, then it seems to 
follow that - unwelcome .as the conclusion might be to Nagarjuna 
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himself - in fact nothing whatsoever exists at all. Nagarjuna is, as 
his opponents contend, a nihilist. 

If my reasoning here is correct, then it can be concluded, in 
addition, that Nagarjuna falls into the paradox of nihilism, of 
which the opponent at VV 1 accuses him. For his statement that 'all 
entities are empty of svabhiiva' does indeed, it would seem, entail 
that nothing whatsoever exists. In this case, absurdly, ·Nagarjuna 
cannot actually utter the statement or establish that 'everything is 
empty' - for the statement and the proof are themselves non­
existent! 

An Alternative Reading 

Is there any way out of this conundrum for the interP.reter of 
Nagarjuna? Can Nagarjuna be saved from nihilism (and solip­
sism)? Let me suggest an alternative interpretation.52 

According to this alternative interpretation, the true object of 
Nagarjuna's critique of svabhiiva is actually the position, pro­
pounded by the Vaibha~ika Abhidharma, that (sa'?"skrta) dharma-s, 
insofar as they exist 'with svabhiiva only' (sasvabhiivamiitra) are 
permanent. In which case the Abhidharma notion of svabhiiva 
which Nagarjuna attacks is not svabhiiva as denoting unanalyzable 
and thus more-than-conceptually constructed existence. Rather, he 
attacks the Vaibha~ika theory that the possession of svabhiiva by 
the (sa'?"skrta) dharma-s entails that the (sa'?"skrta) dharma-sexist 
(with svabhiiva only) in all three times, i.e. permanently. 

For the Vaibha~ika Abhidharma, the present existence of 
(sa'?"skrta) dharma-s (in which they are endowed with - together 
with svabhiiva - activity (kiiritra)) is dependently originating, 
indeed momentary. However, these (sarrzskrta) dharma-s- posses­
sing svabhiiva but without activity - are said to exist also in the 
past and the future. (Sarrzskrta) dharma-s are (with svabhiiva only) 
permanent. 

The permanent existence of the (sa'?"skrta) dharma-s (with 
svabhiiva only) is what enables (sa'?"skrta) dharma-s to have 
various capacities (siimarthya) even when the (sa'?"skrta) dharma-s 
are not presently existent, i.e. even when the (sa'?"skrta) dharma-s 
do not have activity (kiiritra). For example, the (sa'?"skrta) dharma-s' 
permanent existence (with svabhiiva only) is meant to explain how 
(sarrzskrta) dharma-s may be cognized (e.g. by memory or 
imagin~tion) even when they are past or future, and also how past 
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(sarrzskrta) · dharma-s may have causal efficacy (e.g. the karmic 
effects of past skilful and unskilful mental (sarrzskrta) dharma-s). 
Thus, when one remembers or imagines a (sarrzskrta) dharma, it is 
the (sarrzskrta) dharma existing with svabhava only which is one's 
object of cognition. If one suffers pain because of a previous 
unskilful (sarrzskrta) dharma it is the (sarrzskrta) dharma existing 
with svabhava only which affects one's present mental continuum, 
producing the present mental (sarrzskrta) dharma. 53 

· I make no comment here on the cogency of this Vaibha~ika 
explanation. The important point in the present context is that 
such an explanation was, the Vaibha$ikas thought, necessitated by 
various philosophical problems which arise from the position that 
(sarrzskrta) dharma-s dependently originate in a momeittary fashion 
(for how .can a · momentary (sarrzskrta) dharma be an object of 
cognition if it is no longer or not yet existent, and how can such a 
momentary (sarrzskrta) dharma have causal efficacy if it has 
ceased?) The notion that the (sarrzskrta) dharma-s, existing 
sasvabhavamatra, are permanent is not then intended as a denial 
of, but rather is an attempt to solve the theoretical problems posed 
by, this momentary dependent origination of (sarrzskrta) dharma-s. 

But Nagarjuna might argue that the Vaibha$ika theory that the 
(sarrzskrta) dharma-s exist permal)ently (with svabhava only) 
compromises the notion that (sarrzskrta) dharma-s are dependently 
originating. In effect, the Vaibha~ika theory entails that there is a 
permanent essential nature of dependently originating (sarrzskrta) 
dharma-s which remains independent of the process of arising and 
cessation. For the Vaibha$ika Abhidharma, then, dependent 
origination of (sarrzskrta) dharma-s is not dependent origination 
through and through - there is an essential .nature which is 
untouched by pratityasamutpada. 

According to this interpretation, Nagarjuna's philosophy would 
not entail nihilism. Nagarjuna does not reject (sarrzskrta) dharma-s, 
understood as the foundational (though dependently originating) 
existents upon which the world of complex entities is constructed. 
He does not assert that everything is a conceptual construct. There 
are foundational (sarrzskrta) dharma-s, Nagarjuna might be saying, 
but, contrary to the Vaibha$ika theory, · they do not possess a 
permanent existence (with svabhava only). Which is to say that the 
foundational (sarrzskrta) dharma-s in- no respect are other than 
dependently originating. 
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Textual Difficulties 

However, although I would not completely discount this inter­
pretation, it seems to me to be somewhat irtiplausible. I think that 
for Nagarjuna, and later Madhyamikas, it is far more likely that it 
is the Abhidharma theory of dharma-s with svabhava as 
unanalyzable (and, hence, as more-than-conceptually constructed) 
exi~tents - rather than the specifically Vaibha~ika theory of 
(sarrzskrta) dharma-s (with svabhava only) as existing permanently 
-which is the (principal) object of attack. This is for three reasons: 

(i) As I have already commented (see. note 9), it is not at all clear 
that the Abhidharma philosophy with which Nagarjuna was 
familiar was in fact that of the Vaibha~ika school, who upheld 
the notion that (sarrzskrta) dharma-s exist permanently sasvabha­
vamatra. And Nagarjuna at no point explicitly mentions the 
Vaibha~ika doctrine, which is surely strange if it is the principal 
object of his attack. 

(ii) As I have explained in detail in this chapter, there is very 
strong evidence in Nagarjuna 's texts that his fundamental 
objection is to the notion that any dependent originating entity 
has more than a conventional, conceptually constructed status. 
Thus, it does not seem that, even if Nagarjuna were criticizing the 
Vaibha~ika doctrine of permanent (sarrzskrta) dharma-s existing 
with svabhava only, it is the primary object of his critique of 
svabhava. That is, a large body of textual evidence (reviewed 
above) suggests that, even if (sarrzskrta) dharma-s with svabhava 
were posited as in all respects impermanent or momentary - i.e. as 
being through and through dependently originating - Nagarjuna, 
etc would object to them, on the grounds that the possession of 
such a svabhava would entail unanalyzable (and, hence, more­
than-conceptual) existence; 

(iii) Finally, it is clear that later Madhyamikas, such as 
Candrakirti (see Y$V 40-41) criticize the notion of svabhava not 
only as it appears in the Vaibha~ika Abhidharma, but also as it 
occurs in the Sautrantika and Vijfianavada54 schools, neither of 
which accept the Vaibha~ika theory of permanent (sarrzskrta) 
dharma-s (with svabhava only). (In fact, the Sautrantikas were 
vigorous opponents of this Vaibha~ika theory. They assert the 
complete momentariness of (sarrzskrta) dharma-s with svabhava55

). 

What all three of these schools h~ve in common is :an acceptance -
contrary to Madhyamaka - of some foundational~ more-than-
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conceptually constructed form of existence (dravyasat). Candra­
kirti makes clear that his objection is to the notion of dravyasat as 
it occurs in all three of these schools. He does not say that his 
objection is to the Vaibha~ika theory that (sarrzskrta) dharma-s 
sasvabhavamatra exist permanently. 

A Philosophical Problem 

But even if Nagarjuna were saved from nihilism by means of this 
alternative interpretation, this would not be the end of his 
philosophical difficulties. Even if Nagarjuna accepts that there 
are simple, more-than-conceptually constructed dharma-s (albeit, 
in all respects dependently originating), he will still accept, with the 
Abhidharma, that all non-atomic (analyzable) entities are con­
ceptual constructs on the basis of these really existing dharma-s. 

B.ut it seems to me that this way of drawing . the distinction 
between conceptually constructed and more-than-conceptually 
constructed existents is philosophically dubious. I find it implau­
sible that analyzable entities, i.e. entities which have parts, must 
always be conceptually constructed. Is it actually the case that the 
various commonly experienced analyzable entities of the natural 
world, for example, are conceptualiy constructed on the basis of 
numerous atomic particles? Is a tree or a mountain, for instance, 
really a conceptually constructed entity - all that exists in a non­
conceptually constructed way being various dharma-s, which the 
mind uses as its basis of construction? It seems far more plausible 
that analyzable entities such as mountains and trees, etc exist with 
parts but also independently of conceptual construction. 

Granted, many of the functions that one attributes to these 
analyzable natural entities are mind-dependent (e.g. the tree is for 
fire-wood, the tree is for shelter, the tree is beautiful) but this is very 
different from saying that the analyzable natural entities to which 
one attributes functions are themselves conceptually constructed. 
Such entities acquire a value within the realm of human purposes, 
even if this position or value is 'useless'. But this emphatically does 
not mean that these entities are reducible to the values which are 
assigned to them.56 

One might also argue that some of the characteristics (for 
example, perhaps colour) attributed to analyzable natural entities 
do not actually inhere in these entities, and are thus attributions by 
the mind. This would be to introduce a Lockean-type of distinction 
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between primary and secondary qualities. Of course, it is a moot 
point precisely which qualities of a natural entity are inherent and 
which qualities are not. But it seems very likely that not all 
characteristics of analyzable, natural entities are attributions by the 
mind. 

Thus, a fundamental philosophical mistake, perhaps, in the 
Abhidharma and Madhyamaka philosophies alike, is that they 
equate analyzable existence with conceptually constructed ex­
istence. My contention is that it seems more plausible that many 
analyzable entities have in fact mind-independent existence. 

No doubt one must accept that analyzable entities - such as 
trees and mountains - cannot exist without their (essential) parts, 
but it does not follow that such entities are conceptually 
constructed on the basis of their (essential) parts. That a tree, for 
example, cannot exist without dependence upon its (essential) 
constituents - the roots, trunk, branches, etc - does not entail that 
the tree is a conceptual construction. It just means that one of the 
conditions which must exist in order for the entity 'tree' to occur is 
that its various (essential) constituents be present. Analyzable 
entities have that type of existence which is dependent upon 
(essential) parts, but it seems quite plausible that such an entity 
might still have a mind-independent existence. 57 

Of course, some entities, it might be conceded, · are entirely 
conventional, i.e. entirely the product of conceptual construction. 
For example, institutional facts such as_laws and the rules of games 
are completely dependent on consensus or custom for their 
existence. If human beings and human societies did not create 
laws and the rules of games, they si~ply would not exist at all. It is 
arguable that artifacts, such as cars and ta~les, are also conven­
tions/conceptual constructions insofar as they are designed by 
minds and only exist in relation to human purposes. (Although 
such artifacts are always made of (analyzable) natural materials, 
i.e. non-artifacts, which, though certainly dependently originating, 
are not dependent on conceptual construction for their existence. 
The wooden table may only exist in dependence upon the human 
mind (for tables only exist in the context of human conventions), 
but the wood at least (without its 'tableness') has a mind­
independent existence).58 
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Conclusion 

Thus, on one reading (for which there is a considerable amount of 
textual evidence), Nagarjuna declares that everything is simply_ a 
conceptual construct, and he is thereby condemned, contrary to his 
intentions, to nihilism. On another reading (for which there is far 
less textual support), Nagarjuna attacks only the Vaibha~ika theory 
that dharma-s exist permanently sasvabhiivamiitra. According to 
this latter reading, Nagarjuna is right to declare that he is no 
nihilist, for he claims only that dharma-s are in all respects 
dependently ·originating, and not that even dharma-s are con­
ceptual constructs. There is thus a foundation, not itself 
conceptually constructed, on the basis of which conceptual 
construction may take place. However, even according to this 
interpretation, Nagarjuna advocates the dubious position that all 
analyzable entities (non-dharma-s) have conceptually constructed 
existence (prajizaptisat). Even if Nagarjuna's philosophy does not 
entail nihilism, Nagarjuna is probably guilty (along with the 
Abhidharmikas and other Buddhist thinkers59 who reject the more­
than-conceptual existence of analyzable entities) of excessive 
ontological parsimony. 

In fact, the tendency throughout Buddhist philosophy is to 
regard analyzable entities with great suspicion. No doubt this is at 
least partly for religious/spiritual reasons. It is blatantly obvious 
that it is the analyzable entities to which one tends to get attached 
(rather than their atomic constituents!). One is more likely to be 
attached to one's car, for example, than to the molecules of metals, 
etc which are its microscopic parts. It is also obvious (though this 
somehow does not stop our folly) that we suffer when these 
analyzable entities to which we are attached dissolve into their 
parts, as they must eventually. Hence the Buddhist tendency to 
stress the unreality of these analyzable entities may be seen as a 
means to stop one coveting them, which would put an end to 
suffering. But, while it is undoubtedly true that analyzable entities 
are liable to dissolution into their parts - and one would thus be 
wise not to get attached to these analyzable entities if one wants to 
avoid suffering - it does not follow that these analyzable entities 
are conceptual constructed on the basis of their parts. 
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Notes 

I would like to acknowledge my debt in what follows to Professor P. Williams, 
especially Williams (manuscript 2), pp, 12-29. Many of the points which I 
make in this chapter have been inspired by Williams' interpretation of 
Madhyamaka, with his emphasis on .the need to view Madhyamaka philosophy 
in the context of Abhidharma thought. 

2 See especially VV/VVC 1-20, and MMK XXIV, 6, spoken by an opponent. See 
also the opponent's criticism at SS 15. 

3 See MMK XXIV, 14, and VVIVVC 70. 
4 MMK XXIV, 7. 
5 See, for. example, MMK XXIV, 18a-b, VV 22, VVC 70, LS 22, AS 40a-b. See 

also Candraklrti's PP 368 for a particularly clear statement of this point. 
6 See MMK XXIV, 36. 
7 See Wood (1994). 
8 Mention must ·also be made of the unconditioned (asatt~skrta) dharmti-s whic~, 

according to Vaibha~ika Abhidharma, are iikiisa, pratisatt~khydnirodh~, and 
apratisatt~khyanirodha. They both have svabhava and do not dependently 
originate. See AKBh I, 5-6. See also Griffiths (1986), p. 168. It would appear, 
then, that - although for the Abhidharma possession of svabhava does not 
entail independent existence - possession of svabhava is compatible with 
independent existence. Some entities which have svabhdva (the satt~skrta 
dharma-s) dependently originate; some entities which have .svabhava (the 
asatt~skrta dharma~s) do not dependently originate. 

9 In the following analysis of Abhidharma philosophy, I primarily rely on 
Vasubandhu's Abhidharmakosabhii$ya and accounts of Sanghabhadra's 
• Nyiiyiinusiira. It should be noted, however, that these works · post-date 
Nagolrjuna's writings by several centuries. Further, despite what some 
interpreters say (see, for example, Kalupahana (1986)), it is not dear that 
the Abhidharma with which Nagarjuna was familiar was that of the 
Vaibha$ika/Sarvastivada. For example, when in the VVC 7 Nagarjuna 
provides a list of dharma-s, it does not seem to correspond to the traditional 
Vaibha~ika taxonomy. See Bhattacharya (1990), p. 100 for a brief discussion 
of this issue. (It is clear, however, that Candrakirti was familiar with both the 
Vaibha$ika and the Sautrantika schools, for he refers to them by name. See 
Y$V 40.) . 

10 AKBh VI, 4. See Cox (1995), pp. 138-139. See also Matilal (1986), 
pp. 246-248. 

11 See Williams (1981), p. 238, and Cox (1995), pp. 138-139. See also AKBh II, 
22, II, 62c, VI, 4. 

12 See Cox (1995), p. 12. 
13 See AKBh VI, 14c-d. See also Griffiths (1986), p. i67, Cox (1995) p. 139. 
14 See Cox (1995), p. 12. 
15 See AKBh m, 24d, III, 27. 
16 See Cox (1995), pp. 146-149. Griffiths (1986), p. 52, Karunadasa (1967), 

pp. 79-90. On the svalak$a1JQ and the samiinyalak$a1JQ see, for exa·mple, AKBh 
VI, 14c-d. 

17 See Karunadasa (1986), pp. 126-141. 
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18 See AKBh III, 11a-b, III, 85b-c. 
19 On the distinction between conventional truths and ultimate truths, see AKBh VI, 4. 
20 See Williams (1981), p. 238, Buescher (1982), pp. 153-154. 
21 See, for example, AKBh IX. 
22 See here MMK XXV, 5, wl)ich might be interpreted to support this reading. 
23 As Williams (manuscript 2), p. 27 notes, there are thus two distinct senses in 

which the term 'ultimate truth' (paramarthasatya) is employed in Madhyama­
ka. Ultimate truth can mean: ( 1) ultimate truth in the Abhidharma sense of 
unanalyzable and more-than-conceptually constructed existence, and (2) 
ultimate truth in the sense of 'how things actually are', i.e. the true nature of 
things. For the Mildhyamika, then, there is no ultimate truth in sense (1), but 
there is ultimate truth in sense (2). In fact, the ultimate truth in sense (2) is that 
there is no ultimate truth in sense ( 1 ). 

It might reasonably be objected, however, that the Madhyamika is caught 
here in a paradox, similar to the liar's paradox. If the ultimate truth is that 
everything has conceptually constructed existence, does not this entail that the 
ultimate truth .(in sense 2) itself is simply a conceptual construct, i.e. a 
convention? In which case the ultimate truth (in sense 2) is not actually 
ultimately true, i.e. it is not the way things actually are. If it is true· that 
everything is a conceptual construct, then it is false that everything is a 
conceptual construct. Might one not have to say, then, that the ultimate truth is 
that there are. no ultimate truths except the ultimate truth that there are no 
ultimate truths? But in this case Nilgilrjuna 's position of praifraptimatra has 
certainly been compromised. 

Nilgilrjuna, it seems to me, does not deal with this problem. The most 
ingenious attempted solution which I have come across is provided by the dGe 
lugs pas. The dGe lugs pas say that the ultimate truth, i.e. emptiness, is true 
(dben pa yin pa) but that this ultimate truth/emptiness does not truly exist (bden 
par ma grub pa). In other words, the ultimate truth/emptiness is the ultimate 
truth but it, like everything else, has a merely conventional existence. As I 
understand this point, the dGe lugs pa.s mean that the ultimate truth/emptiness 
exists as the ultimate truth/emptiness of entities. It does not and cannot exist 
·apart from the entities of which it is the ultimate truth/emptiness. Entities one 
and all have conceptually constructed existence - they do not have 'existence 
from their own side' (rang ngos nas grub pa) and are 'mere imputations by 
thought' (rtog pas btags tsam). Therefore, the ultimate truth/emptiness, which 
depends for :t~ existence upon these entities, also has a conceptually constructed 
existence. (He~.,~ emptiness is itself empty). But despite the fact that the 
ultimate truth/emptu;ess does not truly exist, it is nevertheless the ultimate truth 
- i.e. it is what : ~ actuailr the case about all eJ:ttities. See here Cabez6n (1992), 
p. 477, Newland (1992), p. 15, 87, 93. 

Clearly, then, the dGe lugs pas have here given the ultimate truth/emptiness a 
special status (as they must do in order to avoid the above-mentioned paradox). 
It seems to me that the dGe lug pas are saying, in effect, that in one way the 
ultimate truth is not a conceptual.consrruct .(for it is w.hat is actually the case 
about entities) and yet in anot\ler :wax. ,t.he,, 1Jlt.im,ate tr1Jth is a conceptual 
construct (for it only exists in dependence upon the conceptually constructed 
entities of which it is the ultimate truth). 

24 See, for example, Hopkins (199.6), pp. 410-411. 

118 



The Problem of Nihilism 

25 I mean the MMK, SS, VVIVVC, Y$, RV, and CS. 
The • Vyavahiirasiddhi (Tha snyad grub pa) 5 a-b states that all of the twelve 

members of cyclic existence are tha snyad kyis ni gdags pa, which Lindtner 
(1982), p. 99 reconstructs as vyavahiirata/J prajiulpti, which he translates as 
'conventional designations.' The • vyavahiirasiddhi is attributed to Nagarjuna 
by Santarak~ita (see Lindtner (1982), p. 94), but, despite Lindtner's confidence 
that the work is by Nagarjuna, the attribution is surely quite doubtful (given the 
lack of other evidence). P. Williams informs me of a passage in the 
Pratityasamutpiidavyakhyiina (attributed to Nagarjuna) which states that 
'btags pa tsam du yod pa de ni rdzas su yod par mi rung ngo.' It is a moot 
point whether this text is actually by Nagarjuna. For some discussion of the 
attribution of this text to Nagarjuna see Lindtner (1982 ), p·p. 170-171. If this 
text is by Nagarjuna, this passage is an explicit statement of his recognition of 
the prajnaptisat-dravyasat distinction, although it does not show that he 
considers all entities to be prajnaptisat. 

26 See also Aryadeva's CS XIV, 19a-b. In addition, especially noteworthy is the 
Hastavalaniimaprakara7Ja, attributed by the Tibetan translations to Aryadeva 
(although it is attributed to Dignaga by the Chinese translations). See Tola and 
Dragonetti (1995b), pp. 2-5 for a discussion of the authorship of this text. 
(They favour the attribution to Aryadeva). The Tibetan translation refers to this 
short work as the 'Commentary of the Treatise which is called "The Parts of the 
Constituents"' (cha shas kyi yan lag ces bya ba'i rab tu byed pa'i 'gilel pa). 
Indeed, the main theme of the work is that no entity is partless, and .thus there 
are no unanalyzable atoms. All entities are said to be prajnaptisat (btags yod pa ) 
in the sense that they exist dependent on sides, parts, etc (ngos cha Ia sogs pa Ia 
ltos nas yod pa). See HV 1-3. If the HV is by Aryadeva (which is very far from 
certain) this would prove that Nagarjuna's direct disciple, at least, advocated 
that everything has conceptu•lly constructed existence. 

Many later Madhyamikas clearly reject partless dharma-s, aqd this would 
seem to imply that, according to them, everything is prajiulptisat. Santarak~ita, 
for example, in the Madhyamakiila171kiira, states that all entities have parts. See 
Tillemans (1983), pp. 305-320, and mKhas grub rje sTong 151-156 (Cabez6n 
(trans) (1992), pp. 147-151). See also Santideva, who writes at BC 9, 86 that 
'even the constituents can be analyzed down to atoms. The atom too can be 
divided according to the directions .. .' (trans. Crosby and Skilton (1996), p. 124). 

27 Although Monier-Williams (1899) does not list 'sii171vrta', 'sa171vrta' (p. 1116) is 
clearly very similar in meaning to 'sa171vrti' . 

28 But the AS also uses the term 'sa171vrti' in a second sense, that is, to denote all of 
the Buddhist teachings other than the teaching of the ultimate truth, i.e. 
emptiness (sunyatii). In this sense, emptiness is the teaching with definitive 
meaning (nitiirtha) whereas sa171vrti is the various Buddhist teachings of 
provisional meaning (neyiirtha). See AS 56-57, 'The gift of the dharma, the 
ambrosia which is the teaching of the Buddhas, was proclaimed [by you, i.e. the 
Buddha). It was declared to be the definitive meaning. It is, of course, just the 
emptiness of dharma-s. But the· teaching of arising and ceasing, etc, beings and 
souls, etc, was declared by you, Oh Protector, to be just the provisional 
meaning, and is Sa'71Vrti.' (dharmayautukamakhyiita'!l buddhiinii'!l siisaniimr­
tam/ nftiirthamiti nirdi$t0'71 dharmii~'!l sunyataiva hi/ yii tutpiidanirodhadi-
sattvajfviididesanii/ neyiirthii ca tvayii niitha bhii$itii sa171vrtisca sii/1). · 
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29 See my discussion in chapter 3 of the problem of the two truths for a quite 
different reading of these verses. 

30 Tola and Dragonetti (1995b), p. 149. 
31 MMK XXIV, 18, yal; pratityasamutpiidal; sunyatiil?l tiil?l pracak$mahe/ sii 

pra;naptirupiidiiya pratipatsaiva madhyamii. 
32 See here Nagao (1991), pp. 190-192. I assume that praiiiaptirupiidiiya= 

upiidiiyapraiiiapti. Candrakirti appears to think so, for his commentary on 
Nagarjuna's phrase consistently employs the form 'upiidiiyapraiiiapti'. The 
Tibetan translators must also have considered the two phrases as synonyms, 
because they translate both Nagarjuna's 'pra;naptirupiidiiya' and Candrakirti's 
'upiidiiyapra;napti' as 'brten nas gdags pa.' 

33 Warder (1970a), p. 190. 
34 Kathiivatthu (Aung and Rhys Davids (trans.) (1969)), pp. 33-39 .. See also 

Warder (1970a), p. 186. 
35 pp 344. 
36 Warder (1970a), pp. 181-196. 
37 The distinction is between, in Abhidhamma terms, concepts (paiiiiatti): 

'requiring to be made · understood (paiiiiiipetabba)' (i.e. conceptually con­
structed entities), and 'making understood' (paiiiiiipana) (i.e. the concepts 
which refer to conceptually constructed entities (and dharma-s)) . Wa.rder notes 
that Buddhadatta (5th century) makes this distinction in his Abhidhammiiva­
tiira, as do later Abhidhamma thinkers. The most developed expression of this 
theory is in the Paramatthavinicchaya of Anuruddha II of Karici (12th century). 
See Warder (1970a), pp. 190-196. 

38 See Warder (1970a), p. 192. 
39 pp 504. 
40 See also MA VI, l.S0-165. 
41 See Y$V 40-41. 
42 See also MMK XVIII, 5, XXIV, 17; VVC 70. 
43 It is, however, true that the ~odhicittavivarat;za which is traditionally attributed 

to Nagarjuna, states that- 'convention arises from karma [produced by] 
defileme~t.' (kun rdzob nyon mongs las las byung) (BV 69a). This seems to 
state pretty explicitly that the conventional world, i.e. the· entire world, actually 
exists as a consequence of karma. However, Williams (1984), p. 79 ff has 
argued persuasively that the BV is not by Nagarjuna. 

44 See, for example, Huntington (1989). 
45 See Searle (1995), p. 184. 
46 See Searle (1995), pp. 181-188. 
47 See MA VI, 167. 
48 For Nagarjuna's advocacy of the bodhisattva ideal, see RV V. Some of the most 

striking Indian Mahayana works on the bodhisattva ideal are by Madhyamikas. 
Most notably, there is Santideva's BC and Candrakirti's MA!MABh. 

49 See here Searle (1995), pp. 55-56. 
50 Williams has.argued that the Yogacara is perhaps best understood as a response to 

what were felt to be the nihilistic implications of the Madhyamaka teaching of 
pra;naptimiitra., Thus, the Yogacara returns to the Abhidharma principle that there 
must be a dravyasat basis for pra;naptisat entities. For the Yogacara, Williams 
argues, this dravyasat substratum is the flow of experiences, i.e. the paratan­
trasvabhiiva, on the basis of which the world of objects is constructed. In other 
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words, the series of mental moments cannot be analyzed away (though it is, of 
course, dependently originating). Its foundational existence is presupposed if there 
is to be any conceptual construction at all. See Williams (manuscript 2), pp. 25-36. 

51 See here MA VI, 7lc-d and BV 55. 
52 I suppose that one might try to solve the problem of nihilism by resorting to 

interpretation (1 ), considered in chapter 3. That is, Nagarjuna is not a nihilist 
because he posits an ineffable, unconceptualizable reality which underlies 
pra;naptisat entities. But in this case one is confronted by the philosophical 
difficulties which I have explained in the previous chapter. 

53 See AKBh V, 25c-27. See also Williams (1981), pp. 227-257. Cox (1995), pp. 
134-137, 141. 

54 For a more sustained attack by Candrakirti on the Vijfianavadins, see MA VI, 
45-97. The Vijfianavadins are presented as upholding that the paratantrarupa, 
i.e. the dependently originating flow of experiences, is the basis or cause of 
pra;naptisat entities. It is this notion of a foundational paratantrarupa which 
Candrakirti refutes. 

55 See AKBh V, 25c-27. 
56 See here Searle (1995), p. 14 ff. 
57 See Williams ( 1998b), pp. 119 ff. 
58 For some reflections on this issue, see Searle (1995). 
59 I think, for example, of Dharmakirti. See Dreyfus (1997), pp. 55-59. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The Purpose of Part II 

In the first part of this study, I have examined and assessed the 
interpretation that Nagarjuna's philosophy is a form of scepticism. 
I have concluded that Nagarjuna is not a sceptic, for he claims to 
know that all entities lack svabhava. I have, furthermore, 
investigated the notion of non-conceptual knowledge in Nagar­
una's thought. Finally, I have argued that, though Nagarjuna saw 
himself as treading the Middle Path between nihilism and 
eternalism - insofar as he asserts that entities do exist, but exist 
only without svabhava - nevertheless it appears that, understood 
in the context of Abhidharma philosophy, his claim that all entities 
are without svabhava is probably tantamount to nihilism. 

I move now, in the second half of this study, · to a different but 
related issue. Ancient Indian epistemology is discussed primarily in 
terms of (means of) knowledge, 1 and objects of knowledge 
(pramli1Ja and prameya). Nagarjuna states, in verse 30 of the VV, 
that he does not apprehend (upa-.tlabh) anything by way of any 
pramii1Ja. He subsequently, in verses 31-51, presents an extensive 
critique of the pramii1Ja-s. Another work attributed to Nagarjuna, 
the Vaid, contains, in verses 2-20, a similarly extensive critique. 
The central concern of the second half of this study will be, in fact, 
to examine and assess these critiques. 

If, how.ever, one is to understand Nagarjuna's critiques of the 
pramii1Ja-s, one needs to do two things: (i) clarify the nature of the 
theory of pramii1}a-s at which the critiques are aimed, (ii) carefully 
study the content of the critiques of these pramii1Ja-s, as found in 
the VV/VVC and the Vaid!VaidC. I will, therefore, begin by 
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exammmg the (Nyaya) theory of pramat:ta-s, and will then 
explicate the structure and mechanics of the arguments which 
criticize this theory, as found in the two aforementioned works 
attributed to Nagarjuna. I shall, furthermore, attempt to assess 
these critiques from a philosophical perspective. 

A helpful study of the critique of the pramat:ta-s and prameya-s 
in the VV/VVC has been provided by M. Siderits.2 F. Tola and C. 
Dragonetti have given a comprehensive commentary of the 
argument in the Vaid/VaidC. 3 However, to my knowledge no 
study to date has examined at length the two critiques together. 
This would, it seems to me, be a useful endeavour. The two 
critiques are in many aspects similar, and consequently can help to 
illumine one another. However, in some significant aspects, the two 
critiques are quite different from one another. Hence if they are 
studied together they will give a complete picture of Nagarjuna's 
refutation of the pramiit:ta theory. Furthermore, I believe that there 
is still much philosophical work to be done in understanding and 
evaluating the arguments presented in both critiques. My aim in 
what follows is, therefore, both to make use of both critiques in 
order to achieve as comprehensive an understanding as is possible 
of Nagarjuna's attack on the pramiit:ta•s, and to treat these critiques 
with as much philosophical sensitivity as I can muster! 

Notes 

As I shall explain in more detail later, 'pramii~a' in early Indian epistemology 
(i.e. as found in the NS) appears to refer to knowledge itself. In later Indian 
epistemology, however, 'pramii~a' came to denote the means of knowledge, 
whereas the knowledge thus arrived at is called 'pramii'. 'Pramii~a' can thus 
mean either the . ~eans o'f knowledge or knowledge. (There is a similar dual­
meaning of the English term 'perception',for example (perception (pratyak$a) 
is, as we shall see, one of the pramii~a-s). One may say either that one knows 
the tree by means qf perception,. or that the knowledge of the tree is a 
perception). 

2 See Siderits (1980), pp. 307-335. 
3 See Tola and Dragonetti (1995a), pp. 99-114. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

The Nyaya PraHJiil}a 
Theory 

Introduction 

The issue of (the means of) knowledge (pramii1Ja) preoccupied 
Indian philosophers from very early times. Speculation about 
kiwwledge developed with the gradual accumulation of various 
rules for practising the art of philosophical disputation. (The 
connection seems natural; philosophical disputation is concerned, 
after aU, with gaining knowledge of the truth. The issue of the 
conditions for and nature of such lmowledge must have arisen for 
these disputants). Practitioners of the art of philosophical disputa­
tion are mentioned, for example, in the early epic literature, and, 
disparagingly, in the Pali Canon. 1 

These rules for disputation, and the accompanying speculations 
about knowledge, were not associated with a single philosophical 
school. On the contrary, they seem to have been developed, for 
example, by Naiyayikas, Buddhists, Mimarpsakas, Vedantins, etc. 
There are several early extant versions of the rules for disputation, 
both Brahmanical and Buddhist. 2 

It is not clear to what extent, if at all, the very early pramii1Ja 
theorists considered their theories of knowledge to have spiritual or 
soteriological significance. Which is to say, we do not know 
whether they considered their reflections on pramii1Ja-s as such to 
have a direct bearing on the issue of liberation.3 But the connection 
is surely there to be exploited, for it is a commonplace of much 
Indian philosophy/spirituality that liberation (mok~a) from suffer­
ing is achieved through the transcendence of ignorance. 
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It is not surprising, then, that pramiit:ta theory came to be seen as 
the means by which ignorance could be replaced by truth, suffering 
could be overcome, and liberation could be achieved. The opening 
verse (NS I, 1, 1) of the Nyayasutra, an extremely important and 
relatively early work in pramiit:ta theory, states that true cognition 
(tattvajfiana) of the sixteen. epistemological categories (padartha), the 
first' and most important of which is pramiit:ta, brings about the 
ultimate happiness (ni/Jireyasa). The following verse (NS I, 1, 2) states 
that the primary cause of transmigration and suffering (du~kha) is 
ignorance, or false cognition (mithyajfiana). Suffering results from 
(re-)birth (janma) (and death), i.e. the process of transmigration, 
which is itself caused by volitional activities (pravrtti). These are in 
turn produced by the various faults (do~a) which accrue from past 
actions. And these faulty past actions occurred because of ignorance 
(mithyajniina).lt is, therefore, by eradicating ignorance that the entire 
causal process which follows from it will be destroyed, and 
emancipation attained. Thus emancipation from transmigration and 
suffering (apavarga) is to be achieved by replacing ignoranc~ by 
knowledge. It is for this reason that an investigation of the nature of 
knowledge and its objects is so important. The spiritual significance of 
the epistemological inquiry is paramount in the NS.4 

The pramiit:ta theory which is criticized in the Vaid/VaidC is, 
without a doubt, that of the Nyaya school, as found in some 
redaction of the NS. The Vaid begins by enumerating sixteen 
epistemological categories, the first two of which are pramiit:ta and 
prameya, a list which is found, in exactly the same order in the 
already-mentioned first verse of the NS. Nagarjuna (or whoever is 
the author of the Vaid/VaidC) says that, as a proponent of 
emptiness (stong pa nyid du smra ba= sunyatavadin), the purpose 
of his treatise is to remove the arrogance of those (de yi nga rgyal 
spang ba) who with the arrogance of [their] knowledge of logic/ 
reasoning (rtog shes pa'i nga rgyal gyis) cle~rly wish for disputes 
(rtsod par mngon 'dod pa) .5 He shall, as the title of his work 
suggests, tear the Naiyayika position into tiny pieces.6 Further­
more, the Vaid/VaidC, in · presenting the arguments of the 
opponent, contains numerous quotations from (preserved in 
Tibetan translation) and references to the NS. 7 

The identity of the opponent, or opponents, and hence wnich 
precise pramiit:ta theory is being criticized, in the VV/VVC is, 
however, not quite so obvious. This issue has, indeed, been the 
subject of some modern scholarly controversy. 
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Bhattacharya thinks that the opponent is a Naiyayika; whereas 
Lindtner suspects that the opponent is an Abhidharmika (of some 
unknown variety) following the rules of debate, which include a 
pramii1Ja-prameya theory, in a Buddhist logical treatise. such as the 
Upayahrdaya. (However, it should be noted that Kajiyama8 has 
argued at length that the Upayahrdaya - which is extant only in a 
Chinese translation - is actually by Nagarjuna!) 

There is evidence for both interpretations. Thus Bhattacharya 
cites several examples of Naiyayika technical terms which ai:e used 
in the course of the VV. Lindtner, for his part, poims to various 
passages (such as VVC 54, 55 and 70) which appearto indicate (in 
fact, according to Lindtner, only make sense if) the opponent is a 
Buddhist. In addition, verse 7, along with the auto-commentary, 
seems to assume that the opponent accepts the listed 119 
kusaladharma-s, which are almost certainly a list from some 
(unknown to us) Abhidharma school or treatise. However, 
Bhattacharya thinks that it could be that a Naiyayika opponem 
is using the standpoint of Buddhists against Nagiirjuna, who is 
himself a Buddhist. In other words, the opponent, a Naiyayika, 
argues ~ere in accordance with principles which Nagarjuna, as a 
Buddhist, should accept. This . would be a good debating tactic 
because the refutation becomes more powerful if it demonstrates 
that Nagarjuna contradicts the religious tradition to which he 
belongs. Lindtner, furthermore, points to the repeated use of the 
Buddhist term 'agama' instead of the Naiyayika term 'sabda', and 
also to the coherence of the VV with the SS and the MMK, which 
are both (according to Lindtner) directed again_st the Abhidharmi­
kas. He also argues that, as Nagarjuna devoted a· special work, viz. 
the Vaid, to the controversy with the Naiyayikas, a second work 
would have been redundant. This last argument does not make 
sense, however, because Lindtner himself has acknowledged that 
Nagiirjuna did write two works directed against the Abhidharma, 
without one of them being considered by Lindtner to be redundant. 
According to Lindtner's reasoning, the VV, if it is a third critique of 
Abhidharma, would be doubly redundant! It seems to me that if 
Nagarjuna wrote (at least} two works in criticism of Abhidharma, 
he may well have written two critiques of Nyaya philosophy. 

Another possibility, which Johnston and Kunst suggest, is that 
Nagarjuna in the VV has more than one opponent in mind. This . 
seems to me to be a reasonable interpretation.9 At any rate, what is 
clear is that, whoever the opponent is, he accepts a theory of -the 
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prama1;1a-s which is in its essential aspects similar to that of the 
e~rly Naiyayikas. For the purposes of this study, therefore, I will be 
content to refer to Nagarjuna's opponent as a Naiyayika. Let us 
look, then, at the Nyaya prama1;1a theory. 

In commenting on the theory of the prama1;1a-s in the NS, one 
must be sensitive to the fact that this text is a rather cryptic (though 
f~rly orderly) set of aphorisms. Matilal suggests that i.t may have 
been intended as a mnemonic device rather than a self-sufficient 
text~ 10 Th~ significance of what is stated by these aphorisms is 
often far from obvious, and it was the task of many commentators 
over many hundreds of years to explore their meaning and possible 
implications. Thus, ·for example, the definitions of the four 
prama1;1a-s at NS I, ·1, 4-7 have been the subject of extensive 
commentary and dispute. Much of this discussion post~dates the 
final redaction of NS, and also Nagarjuna's writings. One also 
needs to be aware that the Nyaya prama1;1a theory is not a 
monolithic set of ideas without development or diversity, The NS is 
in fact the foundation upon which the later theorists built. 

Cognition (jfiana) 

Knowledge (prama1;ZQ in the NS or, in later Nyaya, prama (see below)), 
for the Naiya.yikas, is atype of cognition (jnana), and a cognition is a 
mental event. It is more accurate, then, to speak with Matilal of 
'knowledge-events' or 'knowledge-episodes'. (As Matilal says, this 
conception of knowledge as a temporary mental event is at odds with 
the dominant western philosophical understanding which, since 
Plato's Meno (according to which knowledge has the character of 
'not running away'), has described knowledge as a permanent (or at 
least enduring) acquisition. If I say thati know that 2+2=4, I am likely 
to be referrring, not to a particular mental event of correct 
computation (the knowledge-episode that 2+2=4) but rather to my 
enduring possession of the knowledge that2+2=4 (whether or not I am 
actually having a cognition, i.e. a knowledge-episode, that 2+2=4)).U 

Cognition in the NS 

The NS says that cognitions are transitory (anavasthayin) qualities 
(gu1;1a) of the self (atman)Y What one would ordinarily call a 
single cognition of, for example, the pot is in fact a series of very 
similar cognitive events - cognition of the poi: at tt. pot at t2, etc. . . 
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Each of these transitory cognitions is described as giving a distinct 
apprehension (abhivyaktagraha1:1a) of the object. The NS gives the 
analogy of the series of flashes of light from a lamp (pradiparci). 13 

Clearly, also, cognition is intentional in nature·. I use the term 
'intentional' here in the general ·sense in which it is employed by 
Brentano and Husser! (a use .. which is itself derived from the 
Christian scholastic tradition). Whenever there is a cognition there 
is something of which it is the cognition.14 

The NS does not provide a systematic taxonomy of cognitions, 
although one can detect the beginnings of a process of categoriza­
tion. The NS distinguishes, for example, knowledge-episodes from 
doubt (satttsaya), 15 and confutation (tarka) 16 (as we shall see, 
according to later Nyaya philosophy, confutation produces a 
cognition which is not a knowledge-episode). Some reference is 
also made to memory (smrti). 17 And the notion of erroneous 
cognition, is implied · in the NS by its identification of various 
fallacies which can occur in reasoning. 18 

The Developed Nyaya Theory of Cognition 

The later Naiyayika 'theorists19 are mote explicit and present a 
developed categorization of cognitions (see table 220). First, they 
divide cognitions into non-memories (anubhava)21 and memories 
(smrti). Memories can be in accord with the . object (yathartha) 
recollected or not in accord with the object (ayathartha) recollected. 

However, memories, even when in accord with their object, are 
not knowledge-episodes (prama). This is because a correct memory 
simply reproduces a previous knowledge-episode, rather than 
producing a new knowledge-episode; (This was, it is worth noting, 
a controversial point in Indian philosophy. Some schools argued 
that correct memory is in fact a type of knowledge).22 

Unlike memory, non-memories cognize the object afresh, rather 
than mentally reproducing the object on the basis of previous non­
memories. I might perceive a fire or infer that there is a fire beca.use 
there is smoke. In both cases the phenomenon of the fire, previously . 
uncognized by me, has been apprehended. Later I may remember 
the fire which I perceived or inferred, but this is, according to the 
Naiyayikas, · a mental reproduction of my previous knowledge­
episode.23 

Although all knowledge-episodes are non-memories, not all non­
memories are knowledge-episodes, however. Such · non-memories 
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which are also not knowledge-episodes are generally classified as 
cognitions characterized by doubt (sarrtsaya), error (viparyaya), 
and cognitions produced by confutation (tarka) (all three 
categories are often themselves sub-divided into various types). 
Thus, the category 'cognitions which are non-knowledge-episodes 
and non-memories' is wider than the category 'erroneous cogni­
tions', because it includes also the phenomena of doubting and 
cognitions produced by ·confutation. · 

Whereas erroneous cognition is not a knowledge-episode 
(aprama) because it is simply wrong, i.e. it contradicts the real 
nature of its object, a doubting cognition is not a knowledge­
episode because it fails to arrive at a definite and explicit judgement 
about its object. Doubting is a state of wavering judgment 
(vimarsa), a cognition which is not able to apprehend anything 
definite about the object towards which it is directed. As such it is 
neither true not false. If I am not sute whether or not the object I 
perceive is a · tree-stump or a man, then I have not made a 
judgement which can be evaluated as true or false. This is by 
contrast with error, which apprehends something about the object, 
but gets it wrong. If I perceive the tree-stump as a man, then there 
is a definite judgement which is false. 

Confutation (tarka) is a form of reasoning which may occur as a 
result of doubt (sarrtsaya) about which of two contradictory 
qualities an entity actually possesses.24 For example, there might be 
doubt about whether the body is eternal or non-eternal. One of the 

· contradictory qualities is refuted by a demonstration that its 
acceptance would entail an absurd consequence. If x were y . ·. z; -z 
.'. it is not the case that x is y. If the body were eternal, it would 
follow that the body does not decompose. But this is absurd, 
becau$e the body does decompose. Therefore, it is not the case that 
the body is eternal. Confutation is akin, chen, to the reductio ad 

. absurdum. It is argument · concerned solely with identifying the 
fallacies (upadhi) in positions. 25 

· 

The Naiyayikas clearly came to· see tarka as supportive 
(sahakarin) in the production of knowledge-episodes, but not as 
productive by itself of knowledge-episodes. 26 Why exactly this is so 
is not, however, very clear. 

It appears to be the case that confutation cannot produce 
knowledge for the Naiyayikas because it is a type of reasoning that 
does not conform to the rules -~f inference (anumana). It does not 
have the parts of the syllogism (avayava). There is not a thesis 
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(pratijizii), reason (hetu), example (udaharat:~a), application (upa­
naya), and conclusion (nigamana). 27 But why, I wonder, must all 
reasoning have the form of the syllogism in orqer to produce 
knowledge? · 

Uddyotakara seems to argue · that tarka is not a means of 
knowledge because, unlike inference, it does not establish 
concomitance between an subject (pak$a) and its property to be 
proved (sadhya). It simply refutes that the subject has a particular 
property. The point seems to be, then, 'that tarka does not produce 
any new knowledge. Used on its own it is simply cavil (vitat:~r/.ii), 
i.e. argumentation for the sake of finding fault rather than 
establishing any position. But it could be objected, I think, that if 
it is established that an entity does not have a property, is this· not a 
form of new knowledge ?28 

Matilal makes the point that, for the Naiyayikas, knowledge­
episodes must be based on empirical evidence. Thus, for instance, 
inference (anumiina) must have recourse to a previously perceived 
familiar example (dr$tiinta). By contrast, tarka employs solely a 
priori arguments to deduce the fallacies or paradoxes in philosophi­
cal positions. As such, it cannot be a means of knowledge.+9 

However, surely an a priori argument that establishes the paradoxes 
in philosophical positions produces the knowledge that these 
positions are in fact paradoxical? Furthermore, it is not clear' to me 
that a confutation is necessarily purely a priori. It may, for example, 
depend on the contradiction between the position under scrutiny and 
a commonly perceived fact. For example, take the (obviously absurd) 
position that the body is eternal. A confutation might proceed as 
follows: 'If the body were eternal it would not decompos_e. The body 
is commonly perceived to decompose. Therefore, it is not eternal.' 

The Nyaya position that tarka does not produce knowledge is, 
then, rather puzzling (to me, at least!). It is not surprising, I tbink, 
that some Naiyayikas, referred to by Uddyotakara with disap­
proval, claimed that tarka is a . form of inference, and hence is 
actually productive of knowledge.30 The notion of tarka, it seems 
to me, requires a separate, thorough study (which I shall not 
undertake here). 

Pramiit:~a-s 

Finally, the later Naiyayikas identify four means of knowledge 
(pramiit:~a) by which knowledge-episodes (prama) can occur. These 
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COGNITION 
jndna 

Non-Memory 
anubhava 

Memory 
smrti 

Knowledge-
Episode 
pramd 

"' · 
Means Of 
Knowledge 
pramd~a 

Perception 
pratyak~a 

Non-Knowledge-
Episode 
aprama 

Doubt 
sar,~saya 

. Inference 
anumana 

In Accord 
With Object 

yathartha 

Error 
viparyaya 

Comparison 
. upamana 

Not In Accord · 
With Object 
ayathdrtha 

I 
Cognition 

Resulting From 
Confutationltarka 

Verbal Testimony 
sabda 

Table 2 The Developed Nyaya Theory of Cognition (jiiana) 

means of knowledge are perception (pratyak~a), inference (anu­
mana), comparison (upamana), and verbal testimony (sabda). 31 

Let me illustrate what is meant by means of a simple example. 
Take the case ·of the platypus. How might one know the 

platypus? One m;ly ·perceive the platypus. By means of perception 
one has a knowledge-episode of the platypus. One may infer that 
there is a · platypus, because., although the platypus . itself has not 
been perceived, certain signs of the platypus have been perceived 
(e.g. its tracks, its droppings, its home). By means of inference, one 
has a knowledge-episode of the platypus. One may know that there 
is a platypus on the basis of the testimony of a reliable witness. 
Perhaps the local platypus expert has seen the platypus, and tells 
one that it exists. By means of · verbal testimony, one has a 
knowledgecepisode of the platypus. Finally, one may never hiwe 
perceived a .platypus, but may have a knowledge-episode of it if a 
correct analogy is made between certain features of a familiar 
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entity and the platypus (e.g. the platpyus has a beak like a duck, the 
platypus lays eggs like a chicken, etc). By means of comparison, 
one has a knowledge-episode of the platypus. (This is a rather 
simplified explanation of the four ways ·in · which knowledge­
episodes may occur, according to the Naiyayikas, but it serves, I · 
think, to illustrate their general point). 

Note, however, that the distinction between .prama~a and prama 
is not present in the NS. The NS does not distinguish between the 
means of knowledge and the resulting knowledge. (It does not~ for 
example, contrast perception in the sense ofthe process by which 
one arrives at knowledge, with the perception which is the result of 
such a perceptual process). A prama~a, according to the NS, is 
simply a knowledge-episode.32 This point is especially important 
for the present study; because the prama~a theory which 
Nagarjuna critiCizes is that found in the · NS. In explaining 
Nagarjuna's critique, then, my translation ·of 'prama~a· will 
generally be 'knowledge-episode'. 

Prameya-s . 

When a cognition which is not a memory actually corresponds to its 
object, then it is a . knowledge-episode (prama~ or, in later Nyaya, 
prama). Knowledge-episodes might be described as truth-hitting 
(following Matilal33

) non-memories. But what is it that these 
knowledge"episodes hit? What is the nature of the objects, i.e. the 
prameya-s, which are correctly apprehended by a knowledge-episode? 

NS I, 1, 9 identifies various types of prameya-s (a very motley 
list, I might add), viz. the self (atman), the body (sarfra), the senses 
(indriya), objects of the senses (artha), cognitions (buddhi), mind 
(manas), activity (pravrtti), faults (do~a), transmigration (pretyab­
hava), consequences (phala), suffering (duf?kha), and. emancipation 
(apavarga),34 which are then explained individually. 

Vatsyayana, in his commentary on this verse, elaborates on this 
apparently peculiar collection. He says that the list is not exhaustive, 
and the items mentioned are those objects of knowledge-episodes 
which are most relevant to the pursuit of emancipation from 
transmigration. There are, Yatsyayana says, many other examples 
or instances of prameya-s. And all objects of knowledge-episodes, 
Vatsyayana continues; fall urider the six ontological categories 
(padartha) found in the VaiSe$ikasutra; viz. substance (dravya), 
quality (gu~), motion (karman), universal (samanya, jati), inherence 
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(samavaya), and individuators/partkulars (vi5e$a):35 (There seems to 
have been, from early on, a close relationship between the Nyaya and 
Vaise~ika schools~ Dreyfus36 describes the Vaise~ika as a 'sister school' 
of the Nyaya. Potter37 writes that 'although there were occasional 

·points of disagreement, Nyaya . and Vaise~ika have from the first 
considered themselves as mutually suppoqive, Nyaya specializing in 
epistemology and methodology, Vaise~ika lt~ .met~physics; ') 

Objects of knowledge are substances; qualities, motions, 
particulars, universals, and inherence (or combinations of thes.e 
six categories). This shows that for .Vatsyayana the NS's 
epistemology of pramat;za-s and prameya-s is to be understood in 
conjunction with the Vaise~ika metaphysics. And Vatsyayana's 
commentary being the earliest which is extant, it seems reasonable 
to take him as authoritative on this point. The Nyaya pramat;za 
theory, understood in the context of this Vaise~ika metaphysics, is a 
form of philosophical realism. 

Nyaya Realism 

'Realism', it mus.t be admitted, is a notoriously . vague and 
ambiguous term. As Dreyfus points out,38 the Naiyayikas are 
realists in three senses:(i) theyaccept the reality of external objects, 
i.e. objects whiCh have existence independently of the cognition of 
them, (li)they advocate the existence of universals which are not 
linguistic or merital objects. In other words, some of the external 
objects which exist independently of the cognition of them are 
universals; and (iii) they attempt to . abide ·· by the dictates of 
coininon~sense in their philosoppical explapations. This appears to 
mean that the Naiyayikas thirik that their philosophical theories 
should be compatible with onlinary beliefs,. such as the belief that 
the external world exists, and that this world is knowable by means 
of perception and re~soning,. etc. . 

·I am employing die . term 'realism' . in the present context 
primarily in· sense (i). The Naiyayikas accept.the mind~independent 
existence of mari?9 of the entities which fall under the ontologiCal 
categories ,of substance, qualities, motions, universals (m~king 
them reallst .in sense (ii)), iriheren<:;e, and particulars . . Thus, 
knowledge-episodes .are cognitions of objects, be they substances, 
qualitiesj motions, etc (or combinations of these), which often exist 
independently of the mind, i.e. whether or not. they ai:e actually 
cogn,ized~ · 
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The Nyaya epistemology's starting point is then, it is fair to say, 
the common-sense intuition that knowledge is a matter of the 
correct . apprehension of objects which are independent from 
cognition. Thus, knowledge is a matter of cognitions mirroring, 
so to speak, a state of affairs. 

A perception of an object, 'red pot', for example, is a perception 
of a quality 'red' in which inheres the universal 'redness', and a 
substance 'pot' in which inheres the universal 'potness'. These 
qualities, substances, universals, etc of external objects occur 
whether or not cognitions correctly apprehend them. Perceptual 
knowledge may therefore be described as an undistorted apprehen­
sion of its object as it is in itself. 

Similarly, inference is the process of reasoning about the entities 
which have been perceived in order to draw correct conclusions 
about their imperceptible properties. I see smoke' on the hill, and I 
know that smoke is invariably concomitant wittt fire. I therefore 
have a knowledge-episode that there is fire on the hill, even though 
I cannot perceive it .. Again, the process is one of mirroring and 
accurate apprehension of what occurs independently of the 
cognition. There is a fire to be apprehended by an inference, and 
this fire exists as a substance, in which a universal 'fireness' 
inheres, with its qualities, in which inhere the appropriate 
universals (for example, 'hotness', 'brightness') whether or not 
the cogniton of it occurs. Reality is there to be contacted, as it 
were . . 

So too with verbal testimony and comparison . . What is 
apprehended by relying on a reliable report by another person as 
well as the unfamiliar entity which is known by means of an 
accurate comparison with a familiar entity (dr$te'inta) exist 
independently of and undistorted by the knowing subject. 

·· AtVaid/VaidC 5, the Naiyayika opponent compares knowledge~ 
episodes to a balance (srang). Just as the balance weighs its objects, 
so too the pramii1;1a-s apprehend their objects. NS Il,1,16 also 
compares the pramii1;1a to the balance (tulii). This is a natural 
comparison to make in Sanskrit, given that the verbal root pra­
./mii, from which the terms 'pramii1;1a' and 'prameya' are derived, 
means both .'to measure' and 'to know'.40 The Tibetan translation 
of pramii1;1a (tshad rna, 'measure') and prameya (gzhal bya, 'what is 
to be weighed') is obviously intended to preserve the Sanskrit 
etymology.41 Further, as Tola and Dragonetti note, the Sanskrit 
root ./tul, from which the word 'tu/ii' is derived means both 'w 
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weigh' and 'to ponder' or 'to examine'.42 There is, then, a strong 
semantic affinity between the words '.tula' and 'pramii1Ja'. · 
Furthermore, it is evident that there is a definite similarity between 
the activity of weighing and that of knowing. In both cases there is 
an assessment of an object, and the issue of accuracy is of vital 
importance. 

The analogy, I think, expresses the Nyaya realism. A ·balance is 
thought to be accurate when it records accurately the weight of the 
weighed object. And it is generally understood that to weigh the 
object accurately means that the balance in question has recorded 
the actual weight of the object, i.e. the weight of the object as it 
exists independently of the weighing process. The accurate balance 
in no way distorts the weight recorded. The · weight recorded 
corresponds to · the balance-independent weight of the object. 
Similarly, a knowledge-episode accurately apprehends the object 
known as it. exists independently of the knowledge-episode. There 
is no distortion by the knowledge-episode of the object known. The 
knowledge-episode corresponds to the mind-independent nature of 
its object. 

I shall argue that it is precisely this realism which is the principal 
object of Nagarjuna's attack in his critiques of the prama7Ja-s and 
the prameya-s. Nagarjuna is directly opposed to ·the Nyaya theory 
that there are knowledge-episodes which apprehend mind-inde­
pendent objects. According to Nagarjuna, given that all entities 
have conceptually constructed existence (prajiiaptisat), there are no 
mind-independent entities for knowledge-episodes to apprehend. 
Let us turn now to Nagarjuna's ·critiques. 

Notes 

1 See Matilal (1977), p. 76. 
2 See Matilal (1977), pp. 76-77. 
3 See Potter (1977), p. 20, Williams (1978) p. 280. 
4 Potter (1977), p. 20 notes, however, that, unlike in later Naiyayika writings, the 

epistemological and soteriological elements of the NS 'only sit un~asily side by 
side'. This suggests, then, that rhe integration of these elements was recent and 
incomplete. 

5 Vaid 1. 
6 The Sanskrit word 'vaidalya' (Tibetan, zhib mo rnam par 'thag pa) means 

'rearing to pieces', so that 'Vaidalyaprakara~;~a' is a karmadharaya compound 
meaning the 'Treatise. (prakizra~;~a, Tibetan, rab tu byed pa) which is the Tearing 
to Pieces' . What it tears to pieces are, of course, the epistemological categories 
of the Naiyayikas. See Tola and Dragonetti (1995a), p. 4. 
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7 For a thorough study of the references to and quotations from the NS in the 
Vaid and VaidC, see Tola andDragonetti (1995a), pp. 99-156, 179-201. 

8 See Kajiyama (1991). 
9 See Bhattacharya (1978), p. 89, 99-100, Lindtner (1982), p. 71, and Johnston 

and Kunst in Bhattacharya (1978), p. 40. 
10 Matilal (1977), p. 53. 
11 See Matilal (1986), pp. 97-101. 
12 See, for example, NS III, 2, 20, in which an opponent objects to the Naiyayika 

claim that cognition is a quality of the self (atmagu~). For the transitorlness of 
cognitions, see NS III, 2, 44-45. 

13 NS, III, 2, 43-45. 
14 The equivalent term used in later Nyaya philosophy is visayata, which Monier­

Williams (1899), p. 997 defines as 'the character or condition of being an object 
or having anything for an object, the relation between an object and the 
knowledge ot it'. See Matilal (1968), p. 8 . 

15 NS I, 1, 23 . . 
16 NS I, 1, 40. 
17 NS, III, 2, 25. 
18 See NS I, 2, and NS V, 2. 
19 My account here of the 'later theorists' largely telies on Chatterjee '(1978), pp. 

20-48. His interpretation is based on texts (much later than the NS) such as the 
Saptapadarthf, the Tarkasa111graha, the Tattvadrpika, the Tarkabha$a, the 
Nyayamaiijari, etc. See also Potter (1977), pp. 154-156. 

20 This table is inspired by Chatterjee (1978), p. 22, and Potter (1977), p. 154. 
21 The term 'anubhava' seems to be rather resistant to adequate translation in this 

context. Monier-Williams (1899), p. 36 gives 'perception, apprehension, fruition; 
understanding; impression on the mind not derived from memory; experience, 
knowledge derived from personal observation or experiment; result, consequence.' 
Chatterjee ( 1978), p. 20 translates the term as 'presentation'. Potter (1977), p. 154 
prefers 'presentative apprehension.' I settle for 'non-memory' because the other 
alternatives seem rather obscure and/or inaccu~ate. 

22 Chatterjee (1978), p. 27, says that the Vaise~ikas considered memory to be a 
distinct form of knowledge, as did the Jainas. 

23 Chatterjee (1978), pp. 26-28. 
24 See· NSBh I, 1, 40, Jha (trans.) (1984), p. 446. 
25 See Potter (1977), pp. 203-207. 
26 NSBh I, 1, 40, Jha (trans.) (1984), p. 448. See Chatterjee (1978), pp. 44-45. 
27 On the members of the Nyaya inference, see Potter (1977), pp. 179-189. 

Chatterjee (1978), pp. 274-277. 
28 See NSV I, 1, 40, Jha (trans.) (1984), pp. 454-458. On vita~:u!a see Potter 

(1977), p. 208. 
29 Matilal (1986), pp. 78-79. 
30 NSV I, 1, 40, Jha (trans.) (1984), p. 454. Matilal (1986), p. 79 notes that the 

Jainas accepted tarka as an independent means of knowledge. 
31 Indian philosophers, of course, keenly debated the number and definitions of 

the prama~-s. The Carvakas, for example, admitted only perception as a 
prama~. (In fact, the Tattvopap/avasi111ha; a Carvaka text from the seventh or 
eighth century by · Jayarasi Bhana, does not . even accept that perception 
(pratyak$a) is a means of knowledge. This appears to be a significant 
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epistemological shift from the early Carvaka position. See Franco (1983), 
pp. 147-166). Some Buddhists, such ·as Dignaga, rejected comparison and 
verbal testimony as distinct pramiitza-s. See Hayes (1988). Other schools added 
different, distinct pramiitza-s (for example the disputed phenomenon of 
memory). On the number and types of pramiitza·s accepted by the various 
schools of Indian philosophy, see Hattori (1968), pp. 78-79. 

32 See Shastri (1964), pp. 424-427, and Williams (manuscript 1), p. 12. 
33 Matilal (1986), pp. 135-140. 
34 NS, I, 1, 9. 
35 NSBh, I, 1, 9 (translation by Jha (1984), p. 212). For the Vaisesika ontological 

categories, see VS, 1. See also Potter (1977), pp. 43-145. 
36 Dreyfus (1997), pp. 52-53 
37 Potter (1977), p. 12. 
38 Dreyfus (1997), p. 54. 
39 While many of the entities which fall under these categories are said to have 

mind-independent reality, not all enitities have for the Naiyayikas such mind­
independent reality. For example, many qualities (gutza), such as hatred, effort, 
pleasure, pain are of a mental nature. See Potter ( 1977), pp. 112-128. Also, as · 
Potter notes, the Naiyayikas 'adhere to certain p'arsimonious practices' with 
regard to universals. The category of universals was seen, by Sivaditya's time, to 

contain both mind-independent universals (jiiti) and mind-imposed universals 
(upiidhi). In order to qualify as mind-independent, a universal had to pass a 
number of tests. For example, a universal must have more than one instance. 
Further, ·a universal cannot be accepted as mind-independent if such acceptance 
would lead to an infinite regress (for example,. the universal 'universalhood' is 
thereby ruled out). A number of other tests was also enumerated. See Potter 
(1977), pp. 135-136. However, it must be emphasized that these tests were 
only developed many centuries after the NS. 

40 See Monier-Williams (1899), p. 685. 
41 See Chandra Das (1970), p. 1023, 1079. 
42 See Tola and Dragonetti (1995a), p. 181. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Nagarjuna's Non­
Apprehension of Entities 

At VVIVVC 30, Nagarjuna proclaims that he does not apprehend 
any entity by means of any prama]Ja. What does Nagarjuna mean 
when he makes this claim? I shall, iri the present chapter, offer an 
interpretation which understands Nagarjuna's statement as a 
rejection of the Nyaya philosophical realism described in the 
previous chapter. 

· The Opponent's Objection at WNVC 5-6 

Nagarjuna's statement is actually a response to an objection raised 
·by his opponent at VV/VVC 5-6. Nagarjuna has stated, the 
opponent notes, that all entities are empty (sunyaf? sarvabhavaiJ). 
But in order to attribute emptiness to entities, Nagarjuna must first 
apprehend them. by means of some knowledge-episode (prama~Ja), 
be it a perception (pratyak~a), inference (anumana), verbal 
testimony (agama) or comparison (upamana). However, the 
opponent continues, the knowledge-episode is itself an entity 
(bhava) and is thus, according to Nagarjuna's statement, itself 
empty. Therefore, there are for Nagarjuna no prama~Ja-s by which 
entities to be negated, i.e. made known as empty, are apprehended. 
And thus his position that all entities are empty is not tenable . 
. Note that here the opponent is not arguing that the objects of a 

knowledge-episode must exist, i.e. be non-empty, in order to be 
negated (although he later, in a separate objection, makes this point 
too 1

). Nor is he making the point that the negation which makes 
known the emptiness of all entities itself is an entity and must, as 
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empty, be unable to negate (although, again, he also makes this 
point in another objection2

). 

Rather, the opponent says that the entities to be negated must 
first (tavat) be apprehended by a knowledge-episode in order 
subsequently to be negated. One cannot, for example, negate, i.e. 
make known the emptiness of, the pot unless one has correctly 
cognized the pot which one is going to negate (for otherwise one 
would not know what it is that one is to negate!). The knowledge­
episode which apprehends the pot to .be negated must itself exist. 
(A non-existent knowledge-episode cannot apprehend anything) . 
But the implication of Nagarjuna 's own assertion of universal 
emptiness is, the opponent contends, that there can be no 
knowledge-episode which exists in order to apprehend the entities 
to be negated. 

Nagarjuna's Response at WIVVC 30 

It is ·obvious that the opponent has here taken Nagarjuna's 
assertion of universal emptiness to mean that nothing whatsoever 
exists. Thus, if nothing whatsoever exists, then there can be no 
knowledge-episode which apprehends the ·entities of which non­
existence (emptiness) is subsequently to be made known. However, 
it is clear that Nagarjuna's response at other points in the text (for 
example, at VV/VVC 22) to this accusation of nihilism is that the 
opponent has misunderstood his assertion of universal emptiness. 
That all entities are empty does not entail that they do not exist; 
rather, it means that they have an existence without svabhava. 

It is in this context, I think, that Nagarjuna's reply to the 
opponent's objection sho.uld perhaps be understood. Nagarjuna 
responds, at VVIVVC 30, that the opponent's criticism (upa/amb­

. ha) would indeed be correct if Nag~rjuna claimed to apprehend 
(upa-.tlabh) any entity on the· basis of which apprehension he 
affirmed (pra-.tvrt) or denied (ni-.tvrt) something about it. In fact, 
however, Nagarjuna says that he does not apprehend anything by 
means of any · pramii1Ja, and thus he neither affirms nor denies 
anything about any entity. Therefore, the criticism does not apply 
to him. 

Nagarjuna's point here is certainly obscure. However, it seems 
plausible that Nagarjuna means that he does not apprehend any 
svabhava-endowed entity. Thus, he does not affirm die existence 
with svabhava of entities. But neither does he deny that entities 
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exist. 'Deny' here would thus have the meaning of asserting the 
contrary of existence with svabhiiva, i.e. total non-existence. 
Nagarjuna intends to tread the celebrated Middle Way (madhyama 
pratipat) by advocating the existence without svabhava of entities, 
as opposed · to the extremes of affirmation of existence with 
svabhava or denial, i.e. complete non-existence. 3 

In which case, according to Nagarjuna, it is a knowledge­
episode which exists but without svabhava which apprehends 
entities which exist but without svabhiiva. It is a negation (of the 
svabhiiva of entities), which exists but without svabhiiva, which 
makes known that these entities do not have svabhava. This is the 
true implication ()f Nagarjuna's teaching of universal emptiness. 

If, by contrast, for Nagarjuna there were an apprehension (by 
means of a knowledge-episode) of entities, and then there were a 
negation which makes known that entities do not exist at all, then 
the opponent's criticism would be correct. For how could a 
knowledge-episode - which, being itself an entity, would not exist 
at all - apprehend entities in order that they may subsequently be 
the object of such a negation? (Not to mention the problem of how 
entities which do not exist at all could be apprehended, and how a 
negation of the existence of all entities - which, being itself an 
entity, would not exist at all - could make known that entities do 
not exist at all). 

This, then, is how I interpret Nagarjuna's reply to his opponent. 
But what does Nagarjuna mean when he says that all entities exist 
but without svabhiiva? Here one must recollect my discussion in 
chapter 4. The absence of svabhiiva of entities does not mean 
simply that entities dependently originate. On the contrary, seen in 
the context of the Abhidharma, the absence of svabhava of entities 
means for Nagarjuna that entities have conceptually constructed 
existence (prajnaptisat), i.e. they originate entirely in dependence 
upon the conceptualizing mind. Thus, there are not really any 
entities vyhich dependently originate in a mind-independent way. 

So, when Nagarjuna says that he does not have any knowledge­
episodes of entities with svabhiiva, he means that he does not have 
any knowledge of entities which exist in a mind-independent, 
more-than-conceptually constructed, way. But this is not to say 
that Nagarjuna means that he does not know whether or not there 
are entities which exist mind-independently (which would be a 
sceptical position). On the contrary, Nagarjuna clearly means that 
he does not have knowledge-episodes of mind-independent entities 
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because he knows that there are no mind-independent entities (see 
chapter 2 for further discussion of this point). 

Understood in this way, then, Nagarjuna's claim that he does not 
apprehend anything by means of any pramiit:~a is essentially a 
rejection of Nyaya realism. For the Naiyayika: (i) there is a mind­
independent reality, and, furthermore, (ii) there are correct 
cognitions (pramiit:~a-s, or, later, pramii-s) which apprehend this 
mind-independent reality. Nagarjuna does not accept (i), ·and 
consequently he does not accept (ii) either . 

1 See VVIVVC 11-12. 
2 See VV/VVC 17-19. 

. Notes 

3 For Nagarjuna's advocacy of the Middle Way between existence (with 
svabhava) and non-existence, see MMK XV, 7, XXIV, 18, AS 22. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Mutually Dependent 
Existence 

Nagarjuna's Position 

In the VaidC, Nagarjuna makes the following statement about the 
prarna1;1a-s and prarneya-s: 

... gzhal bya yod na tshad rna ni tshad rna nyid du 'gyur 
zhingl tshad rna yod na yang gzhal bya ni gzhal bya nyid du 
'gyur rol 

... when the object of knowledge exists, the knowledge­
episode occurs as the knowledge-episode, and, also, when the 
knowledge-episode exists, the object of the knowledge occurs 
as the object of knowledge. (VaidC 2). 

Nagarjuna's point, it seems, is that prarna1;1a and prarneya 
cannot exist independently of one another. The VaidC states here 
that the prarna1Ja (tshad rna) can only exist. (yod) when it has a 
prarneya (gzha/ bya) to know, and the prarneya is only a prarneya 
when there is a prarna1Ja which apprehends it. VaidC 2 goes on to 
say that the prarna1;1a and prarneya thus establish (grub pa) one 
another's existence. TheY' 'acquire their nature in mutual depen­
dence' (phan tshun /tos nas bdag nyid thob pa 'gyur pa), Nagarjuna 
says. The prarna1Ja and the prarneya are ontologically mutually 
dependent. Which is to say that the existence of the prarna1Ja is by 
means of the prarneya, and the existence of the prameya is by 
means ofthe prarna1;1a. They are mutually established in the sense 
that they cannot exist without one another. 
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Mutual Dependence and ni/:Jsvabhiiva 

But what precisely is being claimed' in this case? It seems 
unproblematic that the prama1Jtl and prameya are mutually 

. dependent in one sense. A knowledge-episode is always intentional, 
i.e. it is always knowledge of something, and an object insofar as it 
is known is always the object of a knowledge-episode. It makes no 
sense to speak of knowledge without something known, and 
something known without knowledge of it! But, I am inclined to 
ask, so what? This observation on the part of Nagarjuna seems to 
be an unremarkable truism. 

Presumably, Nagarjuna intends to establish something more 
significant than this. Thus; at Vaid/VaidC 3, Nagarjuna argues that 
the mutually dependent existence of the pramat:~a-s and prameya-s 
is incompatible with their possession of svabhava (rang gi ngo bo). 
Pramat:~a-s and prameya-s are, Nagarjuna also says, not self­
established (rang las grub pa ma yin), which is here, I think, the 
same as saying that they are ni/Jsvabhava. 1 

Nagarjuna makes what appears to be the same point, although 
employing the terms 'jiiana' and 'jiieya' (which I translate here as 
'knowledge' and 'object of knowledge' (they might also be 
translated as 'cognition' and 'object of cognition', however)) rather 
than 'pramat:~a' and 'prameya', in the LS, 

ajiiayamanatrt na jiieya'?'l vijiiiina'?'l tadvina na cal 
tasmatsvabhavato na sto jiianajiieye tvamucivan/1 

There is no object of knowledge without [it] being known, and 
there is not knowledge without that [object of knowledge]. 
Therefore, you have. said that knowledge and the object of 
knowledge do not exist with svabhava. (LS 10)2 

One finds the same claim - this time using the terms 'pramat:~a' 
and 'prameya' - also stated by Candrakirti: 

tani ca parasparapek~ya sidhyanti - satsu pramat:~e~u 
prameyartha/J, satsu prameye~varthe~u pramat:~ani/ no tu 
khalu svabhavikf prama~zaprameyayoiJ siddhiritil 

And those [pramat:~a-s and prameya-s] ·are established by 
means of mutual dependence. When there are pramat:~a-s 
there are objects which are prameya-s [and] when there are 

· objects which are prameya-s there are pramat:~a-s. But 
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certainly there is not establishment by way of svabhava of the 
pramdt:ta and prameya. (PP 75). 

One must recollect that, seen jn the Abhidharma context, the 
absence of svabhava of entities means that they have conceptually 
constructed existence (prajfiaptisat). Perhaps, then, Nagarjuna 
means that the object which is known (and not simply its 'being 
known') and the knowledge-episode; of it have conceptually 
constructed existence - i.e. they exist without svabhava :- because 
of their mutual dependence. In which case Nagarjuna's attack is on 
the Nyaya realism which I described in chapter 6. The Naiyayikas 
claim that there is a mind-independent world of entities which can 
be correctiy apprehended by cognitions (pramdt:ta-s). It is precisely 
this contention which Nagarjuna opposes with his assertion that 
pramdt:ta-s and prameya-s do not have svabhava. 

A Critical Analysis of Nagarjuna's Position 

But, if this_is Nagarjuna's intention, then surely his argument is 
faulty. He has given no justification for the claim that the object 
which is known (as opposed to its 'being known') is dependent 
upon the knowledge-episode. It is certainly true that a tree, for 
example, in order to be known is dependent on a knowledge­
episode. But from this it does not follow that the tree itself is 
dependent for its existence on the knowledge of it! It seems quite 
plausible, in fact, that objects of knowledge are (in many cases at 
least) mind-independent entities, i:e. entities which exist with 
svabhiiva. Simply to assert 'that objects of knowledge (trees, tables, 
etc) are conceptual constructs - i.e. exist without svabhava, 
because they are mind-dependent - is in . no way to establish that 
they are conceptual constructs. The prameya - understood as the 
object of knowledge (rather than its 'being known') - is quite 
possibly (in many cases) not dependent for its existence upon the 
knowing mind. 

Furthermore, if a knowledge-episode is . dependent upon the 
object which is known (prameya), in the sense that the pramiit:ta 
must have an intentional object, it does not follow that the 
knowledge-episode is a conceptual construct, i.e. exists without 
svabhava. It is one thing to say that a knowledge-episode exists in 
dependence upon its object (which dt>es seem to be true, in the 
sense that a knowledge-episode, in order · to exist, must be 
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knowledge of something); it is quite another thing to say that the 
knowledge-episode is a conceptual construct. But Nagarjuna 
appears to argue that because die- knowledge-episode is dependent 
for its existence upon its object; therefore the knowledge~episode is 
a conceptual construct, i.e. does not have svabhava! The fallacy 
here, I think, is the move from dependently originating existence to 
existence without svabhava. It does not follow that an entity which 
dependently originates must have conceptually constructed ex­
istence (prajftaptisat). 3 

At any rate, what could it possibly mean to say that a 
knowledge-episode is a conceptual construct? I think that I can 
at least make sense of the notion that objects of knowledge are 
conceptual constructs (although it seems like a pretty implausible 
theory to me). But how can a prama~a be a conceptual construct? I 
accept that a knowledge~episode which spans some time might be 
made up of a number of momentary knowledge-episodes (as the 
Naiyayikas themselves admit, see chapter 6), and might, perhaps, 
be described as conceptually constructed out of these momentary 
knowledge-episodes. (Though I am not sure that one needs even to 
accept this. The knowledge-episode which' spans some time might 
exist in dependence upon its parts - i.e. the momentary knowledge­
episodes - without necessarily being a conceptual construction on 
the basis of these parts). But what might it mean to say that these 
momentary knowledge-episodes are themselves conceptually con­
structed? Conceptually constructed out of what and by whom? So, 
I find the notion that prama~a-s lack svabhiiva, i.e. have 
conceptually constructed existence, rather puzzling. 

There · is, however, one way, by employing the notion of 
'conceptual construct' in a different sense, in which I can perhaps 
make sense of Nagarjuna's claim that the pramii~a is a conceptual 
construct. If, as Nagarjuna claims, the object of knowledge (and 
not just its 'being known') is a mind-dependent entity, i.e. is 
nil?svabhiiva, then it is not in fact the case that there are any 
knowledge-episodes which apprehend mind-independent entities. 
But the Naiyayika position is that knowledge-episodes do 
apprehend entities as they exist mind-independently. In which 
case, given the dependence of the object of knowledge on the 
knowledge-episode which apprehends it, the pramii~a - under­
stood as a cognition which correctly apprehends a mind­
independent state of affairs - is, according to Nagarjuna, a fiction 
(i.e. a conceptual construct). There are in fact no such knowledge-
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episodes which apprehend mind-independent .objects, because the 
objects of knowledge-episodes are dependent for their existence 
upon the knowledge-episodes of which they are die objects. Thus, 
it is not simply that the object ofkriowledge ~construed as a mind­
independent entity - does not exist, i.e. is a fiction; also the 
knowledge-episode - construed as apprehending such a mind­
independent entity - is equally fictitious. 

The problem with this explanation 'is, however, as I have already 
explained, that Nagarjuna has given us no good reason to accept 
that objects of knowledge actually are not mind-independent 
entities. In which case, Nagarjuna has given us no good reason to 
accept that knowledge-episodes which are thought to apprehend 
such mind-independent objects are simply fictions. -

So, in summary, it is true that a pramiit;za is dependent for its 
existence upon the prameya (given that, in order to exist, the 
pramiit;za must have an object of which it is the knowledge­
episode). But this certainly does not establish that the pramiit;za 
does not have svabhava, i.e. has conceptually constructed existence 
(pra;naptisat) . It is true that the prameya is dependent upon the 
pramiit;za, in the uninteresting sense that an object which is known 
is necessarily depen<Jent for its 'being known' upon the knowledge 
of it! But (in many cases) it is far from clear that the object which is 
known (by contrast with its 'being known') is dependent for its 
existence upon the knowledge-episode of it. Nagarjuna has not 
demonstrated his highly counter-intuitive claim that an object of 
knowledge lacks svabhava, i.e. arises as a conceptual construct 
created by the mind. He has thus not demonstrated either that the 
knowledge-episode, construed (with the Naiyayikas) as a cognition 
which correctly apprehends a mind-independent object, is a fiction. 

Notes 

Nagarjuna goes on to argue, at Vaid!Vaj,dC 4, that an entity which exists cannot 
possess dependence. I take Nagarjuna's point to be that an entity which exists 
with svabhava cannot be dependent. He gives the example of the pot (bum pa) 
which, if it existed (with svabhava), could not be dependent on the clay ('jim 
pa) and so on for its .existence. (Why not, I wonder? It seems quite plausible that 
a pot or whatever might exist with svabhava (i.e. as more than a conceptual 
construct) and yet depend for its existence on other entities such as clay). 
Nagarjuna then says that an entity which does not exist cannot be depertdent. It 
is ridiculous to claim that a non-existent, iike the h;tre's horn (ri bong gi rwa), 
can be dependent on anything! Finally, an entity which both exists (with 
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svabhava) and does not exist could not be dependent because both faults (nyes 
pa gnyi ga) previously mentioned would apply to it. Presumably the purpose of 
this (very obscure and unconvincing) argument at Vaid/VaidC 4 is to establish 
that dependently originating entities exist but they exist without svabhiiva. 
There is a pot, for example, which exists (it is not a non-existent like the hare's 
horn), and depends on the clay, etc, but this pot does not have svabhava. 

2 See also AS 50, 'Just as when there is knowledge [there is) the object of 
knowledge, so also when there is the object of knowledge [there is] knowledge. 
When it is understood that both do not arise [with silabhava?), then what exists 
[with svabhava?)?' (inane sati yatha jneyal'/! jneye jniinafrl tathii satil 
yatrobhayamanutpannamiti buddharrt tadiisti kim/!). 

3 See here also SS 56-57b, 'Depending on inner and outer sense-bases (iiyatana) 
[i.e. the sense organs and the sensed objects), consciousness arises. Therefore, 
consciousness does not exist. It is empty like a mirage, an illusion. 
Consciousness does not exist, because it . arises depending on the object of 
consciousness ... ' (nang dang phyi yi skye mched /a(brten nas rnam par shes 
pa 'byungl de Ita bas na rnam shes med/ smig rgyu s~'a ma bzhin du stong/1 
rnam shes rnam shes bya brten nasi 'byung bas yod min shes pa dang .. ·. ). 
Again, however, I fail to see why the fact that consciousness (rnam {'ar shes pa) 
depends on its objects (and sense organs) in order to el(ist should entail that 
consciousness is empty (of svabhava), i.e. a conceptual construct. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

The Attack on Validation: 
Introduction 

Nagarjuna's Challenge to the Realist 

At VV/VVC 31 Nagarjuna challenges his realist opponent. The 
opponent claims, Nagarjuna says, that the establishment of the 
variety of objects (te~arrz te~arrz prasiddhirarthaniim) occurs 
through knowledge-episodes (pramii1Jataf;). But, Nagarjuna asks, 
how can there be for you (the opponent) the establishment 
(prasiddhi) of the knowledge-episodes themselves? 

The word · 'establishment' (prasiddhi), derived from the verbal 
root ./sidh, here means 'validation' or 'proof'. 1 I take Nagarjuna's 
point to be that the opponent claims that he has knowledge­
episodes of svabhava-endowed entities, i.e. he apprehends these 
entities by means of perception, inference, verbal testimony, and 
comparison. Nagarjuna's question is, then, how can you prove that 
these knowledge-episodes really do apprehend entities with 
svabhava? That is, Nagarjuna is in effect saying, 'prove to me 
that knowledge-episodes really are knowledge-episodes of svabha­
va-endowed entities!' 

Nagarjuna's challenge should perhaps be seen in the context of 
the Nyaya theory of validation which he is probably criticizing. For 
the Naiyayikas, the validation of prama7Ja-s means proof that these 
pramii1Ja-s do correctly apprehend the prameya-s. And to 
apprehend correctly the prameya-s means to apprehend ·them as. 
they exist independently of the knowledge-episode which appre­
hends them. As I have explained, knowledge for the Naiyayikas is a 
matter of a knowledge-episode mirroring a mind-independent State 
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of affairs. Thus, to validate a pramat;ta means to prove that it 
actually does mirror such a mind-ind¢pendent reality. I have a 
perception of water, for example. How is it to be proved, 

· Nagarjuna is asking, that this 1perception actually apprehends 
water which exists in ;;t mind-independent way? 

The Purpose of Nagarjuna's Attack 

Nagarjuna proceeds to examine and refute in turn the various ways 
in which pramat;ta-s themselves might be established (siddha) if 
they were to apprehend prameya-s with svabhava. Nagarjuna's 
intention, it appears, is to refute all of the possible ways in which 
pramat;ta-s which apprehend entities with svabhava might be 
proved; thus undermining his opponent's pretensions to knowledge 
of prameya-s with svabhava. The opponent says that he has 
knowledge of entities with svabhava, but, Nagarjuna contends, 
there can be no proof of this knowledge. 

But . note here - and this is very important - that there is a 
distinction between a knowledge-episode, i.e. a correct cognition, 
and the proof/validation of this knowledge~episode. A pramat;ta is a 
knowledge-episode in the sense of a correct cognition of an entity. 
Thus, a pramat;ta does not include the demonstration or justification 
that one's cognition is correct. (Contrast this notion of knowledge 
with the notion of knowledge as 'justified true belief', which I have 
employed in Chapter 2). A correct cognition is correct whether or 
not its correctness has been. demonstrated. Which is to say that a 
pramat;ta is a pramat;ta whether or not it has been proved to be so.2 

For example, I have a correct cognition of water in the distance. 
But, unless I take correct cognitions to be self-evident (a view 
which runs into difficulty, I think, because sometimes we think that 
our cognitions are correct when in fact they are not), I do not as of 
yet know that this cognition is correct. To gain this further 
knowledge, I would have to prove/validate in some way that the 
cognition is correct. For example, I could look again, I could ask 
other people what they see, I could throw pebbles at the object- do 
they make splashing noises? I could approach the object and taste 
or feel it. Such actions might constitute a proof/validation of my 
original correct cognition. (At precisely what point/under what 
conditions my cognition is proved to be correct is of course 
controversial). Note that the cognition was correct prior to the 
proof of its correctness. 
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In some cases one has knowledge-episodes, i.e. correct 
cognitions, and yet they are never proved/validated. I may have 
a correct cognition of water in the distance. As of yet I do not 
know that this cognition is correct. If I then walk away and never 
consider my cognition of the water in the distance again, I will 
nev~r know whether or not it was correct. Yet, despite the fact that 
my cognition of the water in the distance was never proved/ 
validated, this cognition was correct. One may know without 
knowing, on the basis of some proof, that the knowledge-episode 
in question was in fact a case of knowledge. So, one must be 
caref:.tl to distinguish (i) the existence of the knowledge-episode 
from (ii) ~he proof that it is a knowledge-episode. (i) can occur 
without (ii). 

There is another important distinction to be made here .. Even if 
it can be demonstrated that -:- not only can there be no proof that 
knowledge-episodes apprehend mind-independent entities but 
also - there are no knowledge-episodes of mind-independent 
entities, this does not mean that there are no mind-independent 
entities. It just means that, if there are mind-independent entities, 
they are entirely unknown. Thus, there are three distinct 
propositions: 

(i) It cannot be proved that there are knowledge-episodes of 
mind-independent entities. 

(ii) There are no knowledge-episodes of mind-independent entities. 
(iii) There are no mind-independent entities. 

It does not follow that if (i) therefore (ii) and (iii). It would 
appear, however, that Nagarjuna's strategy is to establish only (i). 
Does Nagarjuna himself think that, by establishing (i), he 
establishes (ii) and (iii)? It is impossible to be sure, of course. 
However, I suspect that Nagarjuna (wrongly) thinks that the 
demonstration of (i) does entail (ii) and, most importantly, (iii). 
That is, perhaps Nagarjuna erroneously thinks that the demonstra­
tion that there is no proof that knowledge-episodes apprehend 
mind-independent entities entails both that there is no knowiedge 
of mind-independent entities, and, most importantly, that there are 
no mind-independent entities. This would certainly be in accord 
with the main contention of Nagarjuna's thought - which. is not 
that one cannot prove that knowledge-episodes apprehend mind­
independent objects, nor that one does not know whether or not 
there are .mind- independent entities but rather - that one does not 
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have knowledge of mind-independent entities because there are no 
mind-independent entities (i.e. entities with svabhava) to be 
known. 

Perhaps at best Nagarjuna might legitimately claim that the 
successful demonstration that there is no proof that knowledge­
episodes apprehend svabhava-endowed entities is an indication, or 
provides some evidence for the claim, that there are no entities with 
svabhava. If it could be proved that knowledge-episodes apprehend 
svabhava-endowed entities, then Nagarjuna's claim that there are 
no entities with · svabhava would be proved false. If it cannot be 
proved that there are knowledge-episodes of svabhiiva-endowed 
prameya-s, although this does not itself establish Nagarjuna's claim 
that there are no prameya-s with svabhava, it certainly may be used 
as supportive evidence for his claim. It would make his thesis more 
plausible. 

Unfortunately for Nagarjuna, however, as I will show, his 
demonstration that it cannot be proved that there are knowledge­
episodes of svabhava-endowed entities is in many ways flawed. 
Thus his demonstration does not succeed even as supportive 
evidence for his further claim that there are not any prameya-s with 
svabha11a. 

The Theories of Validation Refuted by Nagarjuna 

The positions presented and criticized in Nagarjuna's critique may 
conveniently be divided into two groups: (A) those positions which 
aqvoci:tte the intrinsic validation of the pramiit:ta-s, and (B) those 
positions which advocate the extrinsic validation of the pramiit:ta-s. 
Intrinsic validation means validation of the pramiit:ta-s by means of 
pramiit:ta-s, without dependence on the prameya-s. Extrinsic 
validation means validation of the pramiit:ta-s by means of 
dependence on the prameya-s. If pramiit:ta~s were validated: (A) 
intrinsically, they might be (1) validated by other pramiit:ta-s, or (2) 
self-evident, (B) extrinsically, they might be (1) validated by the 
prameya-s, or (2) mutually validated with the prameya-s.3 In the 
VVIVVC, Nagarjuna presents refutations of all of these positions. 
Furthermore, there is a very similar critique of intrinsic validation 
((A) (1) and (2)) in the Vaid/VaidC. I shall examine and assess, in 
chapter 10, Nagarjuna's attack on (A) and, in chapter 11, his attack 
on (B). 
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The Validation of Knowledge-episodes Versus the Reflexivity 
of Consciousness 

However, before doing so, let me emphasize an important 
distinction. The issue of how one validates a knowledge-episode 
must not be confused with the issue of how consciousness is 
reflexive. The · proof that a knowledge-episode is in fact a 
knowledge-episode is an entirely different phenomenon from the 
awareness that one is aware. For example, it is one thing to be 
aware that I am having a cognition of distant water; it is quite 
another thing to prove that my correct cognition of the distant 
water is a correct cognition. Indian philosophers in fact have plenty 
to say about the reflexivity of consciousness. However, Nagarjuna's 
refutations are of various ways in which knowledge-episodes of 
svabhava-endowed entities might be proved/validated. Which is to 
say that Nagarjuna is not here, in my opinion, refuting various 
theories about the reflexivity of consciousness. 

These issues are especially prone to be conflated in the present 
context for four reasons: 

(i) The position that prama1;1a-s are validated by other 
prama1;1a-s is similar in form to the position, advocated by the 
Naiyayikas, that reflexivity involves a second consciousness of the 
first consciousness. That is, consciousness2 of consciousness1 of an 
object. According to the Nyaya theory of reflexivity, there is usually 
an introspective cognition (anuvyavasaya), a mental perception, 

·which immediately follows the cognition of an object, and which 
takes this cognition of the object as its object. One is consequently 
aware that one is aware.4 

(ii) .Nagarjuna argues; as we shall see, that the position that 
prama1;1a-s are validated by further prama1;1a-s entails an infinite 
regress. This is also a criticism which can be (and is, in Indian 
philosophy) made of the position that reflexivity involves a second 
consciousness of the initial consciousness of an object (is a third 
consciousness then required in order to be conscious of the second 
consciousness, etc?). 5 

(iii) The position that prama1;1a~s are self-validating, i.e. self­
evident, is similar in form to the position, advocated especially by 
Buddhists influenced by Yogacara thought, that consciousness is 
conscious of itself in the very act of being conscious of its object 
(thus a second consciousness is not required in order for reflexivity 
to occur). See, for example, Santarak~ita's theory of svasarrzvedana, 
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according to which reflexivity does not involve a second and 
subsequent cognition; the very cognition of the object includes the 
simultaneous awareness of this cognition.6 Cognition without this 
reflexivity, it is argued, would not be cognition, like a mirror which 
does not reflect would not be a mirror. 

(iv) As we shall see, the opponent in the VVIVVC employs the 
analogy of the self-luminous light in support of the position that 
knowledge-episodes are self-validating, i.e. self-!!vident. Prama1;1a-s 
are 'self-luminous', so to speak. Consciousness is also said to be 
'self-luminous' by some Indian philosophers in the sense that it is 
conscious of itself in the very act of being conscious of its object? 
Thus, the same analogy is used in order to support two distinct 
philosophical positions. 8 

Now, I do not want to discuss in any detail theories of reflexivity 
in Indian philosophy. My point is that Nagarjuna is engaged, in a 
critique - not of various theories about the reflexivity of 
consciousness but rather - of various theories about the validation 
ofknowledge-episodes of svabhava-endowed entities. Let us look 
in detail now, in chapter 10 and 11, at his critique. 

Notes 

1 See Monier-Williams (1899), pp. 1215-1216. 
2 See Matilal (1986), pp. 135-140. 
3 I borrow this categorization, with some modifications, from Sidcrits (1980), 

pp. 309-310. VV 51 is in fact a list of most of these positions, which are 
examined is detail in VVIVVC 31-50. The list adds the position that the 
prama~:~a-s might be established 'accidentally' or 'without a reason' (akasmat). 
This position is not discussed anywhere else in the text, however. I assume that 
Nagarjuna rejects it because it is obvious that the mere assertion that the 
pramii1Ja·s are validated, without any explanation at all of how they are 
validated, is entirely vacuous. It is therefore not in need of any serious or 
sustained refutation: 

4 See Siderits (1980), p. 324, Matilal (1986), pp. 143-147. 
5 See, for example, TS 2025. 
6 See, for example, TS 2011-2012. See also Williams (1998a). 
7 See, for example, TS 2014, 3436-3437. 
8 Bhattacharya '(1978), p. 1:17, for example, seems to confuse the position in the 

VVIVVC that prama~;~a-s are 'self-luminous', i.e. self-validating/self-evident, 
with the position of the Vijiilinavadins that consciousness is 'self-luminous', i.e. 
conscious of itself in the very act of being conscious of its object. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

The Attack on Intrinsic 
Validation 

Intrinsic Validation (1): Knowledge-episodes are Validated 
by Other Knowledge-episodes . 

At VVC 51, Nagarjuna describes two different ways in which 
prama1Ja-s might be thought to be validated by other prama7:1a-s: 
(a) by other prama7:1a-s of the same type as themselves - such as a 
perception (pratyak$a) by another perception, an inference 
(anumana) by another inference, etc. For example, I might have 
a perception of a tree. This perception might be validated by a 
further perception of the tree. That is to say, I perceive a tree. I have 
another look and this second look confirms that the first perception 
of the tree was indeed correct, or (b) by prama7:1a-s of a different 
type from themselves, such as a perception by inference, 
comparison (upama1:1a), or verbal testimony (sabda), an inference 
by a perception, a comparison, or verbal testimony, etc. I might, for 
instance, be told by a reliable person (apta) that there'' is a fire on 
the hill. This might be validated by the perception of a fu{! on the 
hill, or perhaps by the perception of smoke on the hill, followed by 
an inference that therefore there must be fire on the hill. 

As Siderits notes, 1
. Nagarjuna's point here at VVC 51 can be 

taken in two ways: (i) it might be that particular instances of 
knowledge-episodes are validated by knowledge-episodes either of 
the same type or of other types (e.g. some verbal testimony might 
be validated by perception, some by inference, some by compar­
ison, and some by other verbal testimony). Or (ii) it might ~e that it 
is a generic trait of particular types of knowledge-episode that they 
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are validated by knowledge-episodes of the same type (e.g. all 
perceptions might be validated by perceptions) or a different type 
(e.g. all verbal testimony might be validated by perception). 

Niigiirjuna's Refutation of Intrinsic Validation (1) 

Niigiirjuna argues, both in the VV/VVC and the Vaid/VaidC, that 
the position that · pramii1Ja-s are validated by other pramii1Ja-s 
entails an infinite regress (anavasthii/thug pa med pa), because the · 
pramii1Ja-s which validate the pramii1Ja-s would themselves need to 
be validated by pramii1;t4-s, etc.2 For example, if my perception of a 
tree is validated by a further perception that the object is a tree, 
that further perception of the tree would need to be validated by 
another perception that the object is a tree, and so on. 
Consequently, no pramii1Ja would ever be validated, because that 
on the basis of which it is validated would always itself be in need 
of validation. X cannot be validated on the basis of y if y has not 
been validated. Z might validate y but would itself be in need of 
validation, etc. The end result is that x, y, z etc are all unvalidated. 

The point, then, (presumably) is that .a knowledge-episode1 

which (supposedly) mirrors a mind-independent object of knowl­
edge cannot be proved to do so through corroboration by another 
knowledge~episode2 which (supposedly) mirrors the same mind­
independent object of knowledge. For the knowledge-episode2 
must itself be proven to apprehend the mind-independent object of 
knowledge. If the knowledge-episode2 is itself said to be proven to 
mirror the mind-independent object through corroboration by a 
knowledge-episode3, the knowledge-episode3 is itself in need of 
proof. And so on. If I have a; perception of water, for example, the 
perception cannot be proven to be correct, i.e. to apprehend mind­
independent water, by appeal t4? another perception of the water. 
For how is this secorid perception of the water itself proved to be 
accurate, i.e. proved to apprehend the water as it is independently 
of the knowing mind? A third perception of the water will suffer 
from the same problem. And so on. It will be a case of the 
unproven (supposedly) proving the unproven. 

A Solution to the Infinite Regress Problem 

I do not thin!<, however, that Niigarjuna's infinite regress argument 
is convincing as a refutation of the theory that knowledge-episodes 
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are validated by other knowledge-episodes. If a knowledge-episode 
is corroborated by a (finite) number of other knowledge-episodes, 
it might be argued that this will be sufficient proof that the 
knowledge-episode is a· correct cognition. If one has a perception of 
water, and this perception is corroborated by another perception of 
the water, etc, at some point one will be satisfied that one has proof 
that the perception of water is a correct cognition. One would only 
require endless corroboration by further knowledge-episodes, I 
think, if one's criterion for proof is absolute certainty, a criterion 
which is surely too strict. If my cognition is corroborated by a 
number of other cognitions, I may conclude that it is proved, i.e. 
highly probable, that my cognition is a correct cognition, i.e. 
actually apprehends a mind-independent entity. So the infinite 
regress can be stopped, I suggest, by relaxing the requirement that 
proof=certainty. Perhaps in rare cases, despite the proof 'of the 
correctness of my cognition by the corroboration of a finite number 
of cognitions, my initial cognition, and all of the corroborating 
cognitions, are in fact erroneous. In these cases, then, the proof that 
the cognition is correct fails. But these are exceptional cases which 
do not damage the general rule that it is proved, i.e. highly 
probable, that a cognition is a correct cognition if it is corroborated 
·by other cognitions. 

Perhaps Nagarjuna would object, however, that this argument 
misses his point. According to Nagarjuna, all entities are mind­
dependent, i.e. they have conceptually constructed existence, 
although, for the unenlightened mind, these entities appear to be 
mind-independent (i.e. to have svabhava). Thus, it may seem highly 
probable that a cognition which is corroborated by a finite number 
of other cognitions is a knowledge-episode in the Nyaya sense, i.e. 
a cognition which apprehends a mind independent state-of-affairs, 
but in no case is such a cognition actually a knowledge-episode. 
That is, in no case does the cognition really apprehend a mind­
independent state-of-affairs. The initial cognition and all . of the 
corroborating cognitions apprehend, by analogy with the illusion 
or the dream, an object which, though it appears to exist mind­
independently, is actually a conceptual construction. 

But it can be countered that Nagarjuna has here made a very 
controversial - one might say, implausible - claim, namely, that 
cognitions never actually apprehend mind-independent entities 
(though they often seem to do so). Is not the onus therefore on 
Nagarjuna to prove that cognitions do not apprehend a mind-
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independent state-of-affairs? Nagarjuna has not here provided such 
a proof. And until this proof is forthcoming, is it not reasonable to 
continue to believe that cognitions which are corroborated by other 
cognit'ions do, in most cases at least, apprehend a mind­
independent reality? It seems, then, that Nagarjuna's refutation 
of the theory , that knowledge-episodes are validated by other 
knowledge-episodes does not succeed. 

Intrinsic Validation (2): The pramat;ta-s are Self-Evident 

At any rate, Nagarjuna thinks that the pramiit:~a-s are not validated 
by other pramiit:~a-s because an infinite regress would ensue. But, 
Nagarjuna argues (in both the VVIVVC and the Vaid/VaidC), all 
objects other than pramiit:~a-s can be validated by pramiit:~a-s. The 
oak-tree is· proven to exist, for example, if there is a correct 
pereeption of it, or a correct inference about it, etc. Why should the 
pramiit:~a-s themselves be excepted from this rule? It would seem 
that such an exception is arbitrary, and undermines the entire 
pramii1J.a theory. For the objects which are validated by the 
pramiit:~a-s are validated by pramiit:~a-s which, it would seem, are 
not themselves validated! In which case, the objects (supposedly) 
validated by the pramiitJ.a-s have not really been validated. The 
unvalidated cannot validate. The oak-tree, for example, cannot be 
proven to exist by a perception which has not been proven to be · 
correct. The opponent must, then, give the special reason 
(vise~ahetulkhyad par gyi gtan tshigs) or the difference (mi 'dra 
ba nyid) which excepts the pramiitJ.a-s from the general rule that, in 
order to be validated, entities must be proven by knowledge­
episodes.3 

The opponent's response, both in the VVIVVC and the Vaidl 
VaidC, is that the special reason why the pramiit:~a-s are not 
validated by further pramiit:~a-s (hence supposedly incurring an 
infinite regress) is that the pramiitJ.a-s are self-validating, i.e. self­
evident. The opponent appears to mean that pramiit:~a-s are made 
evident as pramiit:~a-s whenever they apprehend their objects.4 If 
there is a correctly cognized oak-tree, then there is no further proof 
of the correctness of the cognition necessary. The correctness of the 
cognition is evident in the very act of correctly apprehending the 
oak-tree. There is no need to produce another knowledge-episode 
to prove the existence of the knowledge-episode which apprehends 
the oak-tree. That a knowledge-episode is a knowledge-episode is 
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obvious when it happens. Thus, the infinite regress of validation of 
pramii1Ja-s by further pramii1Ja-s does not occur. (The philosophical 
naivity of this position, if expressed without any qualifications, is 
striking. I shall have more to say about this later). 

The Fire/Lamp Analogy 

The opponent gives in the VVIVVC the example of fire (agni/ 
hutiisaljvalana) (in the Vaid/VaidC the word is 'mar me', which 
means 'lamp') which, he contends, illuminates (prakiisayatil 
prasiidhayatildyotayatilgsal bar byed pa) itself in the act of 
illuminating other things. Niigiirjuna has his opponent explain 
that just as (yathiilji /tar) the fire/lamp is exceptional in illuminating 
itself simply in illuminating its object, similarly (tathaival de bzhin 
du) the pramii1Ja-s are exceptional in illuminating themselves 
simply in illuminating their objects. 5 The example of light 
(pradipa) is also presented at NS II, 1, 19 in reply to the infinite 
regress argument and as what appears to be a defence, by the 
Naiyiiyika, of the position that the pramii1Ja-s are self-evident. 6 

It is of crucial importance here, I think, that the verbal forms 
pra-.lkiiS, pra-.lsad, and .ldyut, in their causative forms, in 
addition to meaning (i) 'to make bright, illuminate, irradiate', qn 
also mean (ii) 'to make clear, evident, manifest'. 7 lt seems obvious 
that the self-illumination of the fire/lamp must be understood in 
accordance with meaning (ii) rather than meaning (i). Surely the 
point is not that the fire/lamp literally illuminates itself in the act 
of illuminating others, as though there is somehow a light which is 
turned inwards upon the fire/lamp when it is lighting up its 
objects! Rather, the point must be that whenever an object is 
illuminated by a light, there is no need for any further proof that 
there is a light which is doing the illuminating. The very 
illuminating of the object makes it self-evident that there is indeed 
a light which is illuminating. If I can see the book on my desk, it 
must be the case that there is some light by means of which the 
book is illuminated. I do not need any further proof of the light. 
The proof of the existence of the light is its very illumination of 
the object. The 'self-luminosity of light' is simply a metaphor for 
this self-evident character which a light has in illuminating its 
object. 

Similarly, it is being argued, the pramii'Ja-s are self-evident when 
the objects of knowledge are apprehended. No demonstration that 
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the knowledge-episode is indeed a knowledge-episode is required. 
(It is not that pramii~Ja-s literally illuminate themselves, whatever 
that could possibly mean!) 

In other words, expressed accurately, the argument from the fire/ 
lamp example would read as follows: Just as (yatha) the fire/lamp is 
exceptional in being evident simply in illuminating its object, 
similarly (tathaiva) the pramii~Ja-s are exceptional in being evident 
simply by apprehending their objects. 

Nagarjuna's Refutation of Intrinsic Validation (2) 

Nagarjuna's criticisms of the position that pramii~Ja-s are self­
evident are directed against the opponent's example of the fire/ 
lamp. In fact, he devotes six whole verses in the VV/VVC and five 
verses in the Vaid/VaidC, to the refutation of the fire/lamp example. 
Clearly, he sees the fire/lamp example as central to the opponent's 
position .that the pramii~Ja-s are self-evident. This might seem 
rather· strange, as the issue at stake is not really whether a fire/lamp 
is self-luminous, i.e. self-evident, but rather whether knowledge­
episodes .are self-luminous, i.e. self-evident. So why does Nagarju­
na see the example as having such vital importance? 

Matilal argues that the example of the fire in the VVIVVC is the 
basis of an argument by analogy. Commonly accepted entity x has 
property a. Likewise, entity y has property a. The fire is self-evident 
when it illuminates its objects. Likewise pramii~Ja-s are self-evident 
when they apprehend thei~; objects. Obviously such an analogy 
cannot establish the self-evidence of the pramii~Ja-s beyond doubt 
(for it could be that, whereas a light is self-evident, the pramii~Ja-s 
are not. This is the weakness of argumen~s by analogy). But, Matilal 
says, the analogy makes the position that pramii~Ja-s are self-evident 
plausible. 8 Presumably what Matilal means is that, if it is shown that 
there is one entity, i.e. the fit:e, which is self-evident, then this 
suggests that there might be others (e.g. the pramii~Ja-s). But if there 
are no commonly acknowledged examples of self-evident entities, 
then it is highly unlikely that the pramii~Ja-s are themselves self­
evident. 

Siderits says that it was widely accepted in ancient India that an 
entity cannot act on itself. Thus, for example, a knife cannot cut 
itself. Yet the theory of self-evidence entails that the pramii~Ja-s act 
on themselves in the same way as they act on other things, i.e. they 
make both other things and themselves evident. · Thus, the fire 
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example is presented by the opponent as a counter-example to the 
prevailing Indian notion. And if there is one exception, the 
pramiit:ta-s also might be excepted. But if the supposed exception is 
demonstrated actually not to aq upon itself, then there will be no 
grounds at all for asserting the self-evidence of the pramiit:ta-s. 
Nagarjuna's strategy, then, is to refute the example in order to 
render implausible the theory that the pramat:ta-s are self-evident.9 

There is another consideration, h9wever. It is clear that Indian 
thinkers saw light and cognition/consciousness/the mind as 
strikingly parallel phenomena. Cognition is often described in 
terms of light imagery. Here, then, are some examples, from 
various Indian philosophical traditions. 

In the NS an opponent objects to the Naiyayika position that 
cognitions are transitory (anavasthayin), claiming that, ifthis were 
the case, there could be only an indistinct apprehension (avyakta­
grahat:ta) of an object, like a flash of lightning (vidyutsampata) 
cannot give a distinct apprehension of the form (rupa) which it 
lights up. 10 The Naiyayika reply also uses light imagery: The 
transitory cognitions each give a distinct apprehension (abhivyak­
tagrahat:ta) of the object, like a series of flashes of a lamp 
(pradrparci) . 11 

The opponent also objects to the Naiyayika position that 
cognitions (jiu'ina) are not simultaneous (ayaugapadya), oecause, 
the opponent says, there can be the apprehension (upalabdhi) of 
many activities (anekakriya) at the same time (yugapad), 12 as when 
one has simultaneously, for example, a visual cognition of a fire, an 
auditory cognition of running warer, and a memory of talking with 
a friend. 

The Naiyayika response is that such cognitions have the 
appearance (upalabdhi) of simultaneity but in fact they occur in 
rapid succession (asusa11tciira), like the circle of the firebrand 
(alatacakra) appears because the firebrand is moved very quickly. 13 

Also, the NS describes visual cognition to be a result of an 
invisible ray (rasmi) emitted by the eye which contacts the object 
(artha). 14 

Further, in Sarpkhya philosophy, 'illuminating' (prakasa) is one 
of the three functions of the complex cognitive structure called the 
'thirteenfold instrument' (trayodasakarat:ta) (including manas, 
buddhi, aha111kara, the ·sense capacities (buddhindriya), and 
motor capacities (karmendriya)) by which objects are appre­
hended.15 
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The Siir,zkhyavrtti likens the process of cognition, whereby all 
objects in the three worlds are illuminated, to the illumination by a 
lamp within a house of the inside of the house. 16 

There are, in addition, many references to the luminosity of 
consciousness (citta) in Buddhist texts. Cittamatra~influenced 
thinkers, for example, employ the light imagery in their exposition 
of the reflexive nature of consciousness (svasar,zvedana). 17 Further, 
the ·~ Bhadrapiilasre$thipariprcchiisutra, from the Ratnakuta col­
lection, describes consciousness (vijiziina) as able to occupy a large 
or a small body, like a light which, placed in the centre of a room, 
illuminates the room whether it is small or large. 18 This same sutra 
.compares the transmigration of consciousness to the light shed by 
the sun, the shining of the pearl, or the fire produced by wood (no 
explanation is given of the precise nature of the similarity). 19 

There is a long tradition, present even in the Anguttaranikiiya and 
other non-Mahayana texts, of describing consciousness as 
luminous (cittar,z prabhiisvaram), in the sense that it is intrinsically 
pure though concealed by adventitious defilements (klesa). 20 And 
so on. 

My point is that, given the wide-spread acceptance of the 
similarity between light and cognition/consciousness/the mind in 
various ways, an analogy between light and a form of cognition, 
i.e. knowledge-episodes, would have been quite compelling. An 
ancient Indian thinker would have been strongly inclined to accept 
that what is true of light must also be true of cognition. Thus, if 
light is self-evident, then for the ancient Indian thinker it is more 
than likely that pramiit:ta-s, as forms of cognition, would also be 
self-evident. I make no comment about the soundness of the 
analogy (other than to say that it seems pretty dubious). My point · 
is simply that it would have appeared convincing to an ancient 
Indian thinker. This goes some way, I think, to explaining 
Nagarjuna's sustained refutation of the self-luminosity of the fire/ 
lamp. For if he is able to prove that light is not self-illuminating, 
i.e. self-evident, then, for the ancient Indian mind at least, this 
would be a strong argument ·against the self-evidence of the 
pramiit:ta-s. 

So, Nagarjuna's response to the opponent's argument by 
analogy is that the opponent's example is inappropriate (vi~ama).21 

The fire/lamp is not self-luminous, i.e. self-evident. Thus the 
a~gument by analogy breaks down. The pramiit:ta-s might be self­
luminous. i.e. self-evident, if the fire/lamp were self-luminous, i.e. 
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self-evident, but actually, Nagarjuna argues, the fire/lamp is not 
self-luminous. Without the supportive analogy of the the fire/lamp, 
the opponent's position that the pramiit:ta-s are . self"evident is 
highly implausible. 

I must admit, however, that, despite these explanations, I find 
Nagarjuna's strategy philosophically disappointing to say the least. 
I · think that a more direct attack on the notion of self-evident 
knowledge-episodes (rather than an ~track on the notion of the 
self-luminous fire/lamp) would be more to the point. For clearly 
there are serious questions to be raised about a pbsition which 
claims that knowledge-episodes are self-evident. How, for example, 
is the undeniable phenomenon of error to be explained? I shall 
have more to say about this matter a little later. For now, let us 
trace and evaluate Nagarjuna's own attack on the theoryof self­
evident pramiit:ta-s. 

In the VV/VVC and the Vaid/VaidC there is a total of five distinct 
arguments which Nagarjuna employs in his refutation of the fire/ 
lamp example.The arguments given in the Vaid!VaidC to refute the 
example of the lamp appear in a different order from those found in 
the VVIVVC. Furthermore~ · one argument (argument (B)) is found 
only in the VVIVVC, whereas another argument (argument (E)) 
occurs only in the Vaid/VaidC. (See here table 3). 

It is quite obvious that all five of these arguments are sophisms. 
It is, however, fairly difficult sometimes to identify the fallacy 
precisely. However, they are all unsound either because they are 
invalid, or because they rely on questionable premisses, as I shall 
demonstrate. 

VVIVVC Vaid/VaidC 

(1) Argument (A) Argument (D) 

Order 

(2) Argument (·B) Argument (E) 

in 

(3) Argument (C) Argument (A) 

text 

(4) Argument (D) Argument (C) 

Table 3 Nagarjuna's Refutations of the Self-Ilhiminating Fire/lamp 
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Critical Analysis of Nagarjuna's Five Arguments 

ARGUMENT (A). Illumination means making perceived, or 
lighting up, what was previously unperceived, or in the dark. It 
only makes sense to speak of 'illumination' as the removal of 
darkness. Something which is illumined must therefore be in the 
dark prior to its illumination. A pot can be illuminated because it 
can be in the dark. However, a fire/lamp-light cannot first be dark 
and then illuminated because there is no such thing as a dark fire/ 
lamp-light. As the Vaid/VaidC says, darkness and light are 
contradictories ('gal ba). Thus, darkness cannot exist (mun pa 
med pa) in light in order to be subsequently illuminated.The self­
illumination of the fire/lamp is therefore untenable. 22 

Nagarjuna's argument employs causative forms of pra-.tkas and 
pra-.tsad (in the Vaid/VaidC 'gsa/ bar byed pa' is used), both of 
which, as I have already explained, can mean both (i) 'to make 
bright, illuminate, irradiate.' (ii) 'to make clear, evident, manifest'. 
However, as I have already explained, it seems obvious that the fire/ 
lamp example must be read in accordance with meaning (ii) rather 
than meaning (i). The fire/lamp makes itself evident simply in 
manifesting its object. Its illumination of the object is the proof of 
the existence of the light. No further proof is required in order to 
demonstrate that the light exists. 

But in argument (A) Nagarjuna takes the meaning of the verbs in 
sense (i) rather than sense (ii). He argues that a light cannot 
illluminate itself because it contains no darkness to be illuminated. 
His argument entirely misses the point that the opponent uses the 
fire/lamp example, not to prove that the fire/lamp illuminates itself, 
but rather to prove that fire/the lamp manifests itself- i.e. is evident, 
is proved - simply by its illumination of its object. In other words, 
Nagarjuna's refutation depends upon a sense of the causatives of the 
verbs pra-.tkas and pra-.tsad which the fire/lamp example {properly 
understood) does not itself depend upon. Argument (A) fails because 
Nagarjuna incorrectly takes the fire/lamp example to be stating that 
the fire/lamp literally illuminates itself. In fact, the self-illumination · 
of the fire/lamp this is simply a metaphor for the idea that the light is 
self-evident in its illumination of its object. So Nagarjuna is here 
guilty of taking a metaphor literally. 

ARGUMENT (B). If fire illuminates itself like (iva) it illuminates 
others, it will burn (paridhak$yati) itself just as . it burns others. 
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'Burn' here means, I t~ke it, consumption or destruction by fire or 
heat, as when the fire burns its fuel, or the fire burns the forest. So 
'burn' refers to the combustion of materials through contact with 
fire. The argument is, then, that fire consumes and destroys 
materials other than itself, but that it makes no sense to speak of 

· fire consuming or destroying itself. Therefore, fire does not 
illuminate itself when it illuminates other things.23 

Again, Nagarjuna has taken the causatives of the verbs pra-./kas 
and pra-./sad to mean 'illuminate' when they are, in the case of 
self-illumination, meant in the sense of 'self-evident' or 'self­
manifest'. Nagarjuna claims that the self-luminosity of fire would 
entail that fire illuminates itself in just the same manner (evameva) 
as it illuminates other things. But, given that fire's self-luminosity is 
a metaphor for the notion that the existence of the fire is proved by 
its illumination of its objects, Nagarjuna is wrong to argue that the 
'self-luminous' (so to speak) fire would illuminate itself in the same 
way in which it illuminates other objects. Strictly speaking, self­
luminosity, i.e. self-evidence, is not a form of luminosity at alL The 
book is illuminated, thus it is self-evident that there must be a light 
which illuminates it. Thus, since fire does not literally illuminate 
itself just as it illuminates other things, it does not follow that fire 
must burn itself just as it burns other things. 

Furthermore, even if a fire were self-luminous in the same way 
that it illuminates other things, it still would not follow that a fire 
must therefore burn itself just as it burns other things. It is not 
entailed that because one quality of fire, viz. its luminosity, is self­
referring, therefore its other qualities, e.g. its ability to burn, must 
also be self-referring. One cannot argue validly, as Nagarjuna 
attempts in argument (B), from the non-self-referential nature of 
one quality of an entity to the non-self-referential nature of another 
quality of the same entity. 

ARGUMENT (C). If the fire/lamp is an entity with the capacity of 
illuminating (prakiisayatilgsal bar byed pa) itself then darkness 
(tamas/munpa), as its opposite (pratipak~a/phyin ci log pa), should 
have the opposite capacity, viz. the ability to conceal (pracchii­
dayi~yatilchiidayetlsgrib par byed pa) itself. 

One must appreciate again here that prakasayati (used in the 
VV/VVC), the causative of the verb pra-./kas, means - in addition 
to 'bringing to light' (i.e. illumining) - 'making manifest or 
evident.' (As does the Tibetan word, gsa/ bar byed pa, used in the 
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VaidC). Pracchiidayi~yati (used in the VV) is the simple future tense 
of the verb pra-.1 cchad, whereas chiidaye~ (used in the VVC) is the 
optative mode of the verb .I chad, both of which mean 'to cover, 
hide, conceal, keep secret'24 (as does the Tibetan word, sgrib pa 
byed pa, used in the Vaid/VaidC). Thus, the point is that the 
opposite of illuminating or making manifest/evident, is concealing, 
making secret, hiding. 

However, Nagarjuna says, the concealing by darkness of itself is 
not seen or experienced (dr~ta). I take this to mean that there is in 
fact plenty of observable evidence that darkness does not conceal 
itself. For there are many occasions on which darkness is perceived 
(for example, the darkness of the night-sky). As Nagarjuna says, if 
darkness concealed itself the absurd consequence would follow 
that darkness would be imperceptible (mi dmigs pa). If darkness 
concealed itself, there would always and on every occasion simply 
be light (for darkness, as always hidden, would never be 
experienced!). Hence, it cannot make sense to say that light 
illuminates itself/makes itself manifest.25 If x can do y then the 
opposite of x must do the opposite of y. If the opposite of x cannot 
do the opposite of y, then x cannot do y. 

However, it seems to me th!lt this argument relies on the 
assumption that darkness is in fact the opposite substance to light. 
But the Naiyayikas maintain- sensibly, I think- that whereas light 
(tejas) is a substance (dravya), darkness (tamas) is an absence 
(abhiiva). 26 Darkness is the absence of illumination or making 
manifest. The point is that not illuminating or not manifesting is 
not equivalent to concealing or hiding. 'Concealing' means not just 
the absence of manifestation, but the active prevention of 
manifestation. That darkness lacks the capacity to make manifest 
does not entail that it prevents manifestation. If, for example, I lack 
the ability to speak Mongolian, this does not mean that I actively 
prevent myself from learning Mongolian. I do not, for instance, . 
burn any Mongolian-English dictionaries which come into my 
possession, or leave the room whenever my Mongolian friends 
speak in their native tongue. 

Thus Nagarjuna's argument fails: If light can illuminate itself, i.e. 
be self-evident, then the opposing substance to light might do the 
opposite of being self-evident, i.e. it might conceal itself. But 
darkness is not the opposing substance to light. Rather it is the mere 
absence of light. It is incorrect, therefore, to . argue that because 
darkness cannot conceal itself, therefore light cannot be self-evident. 
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ARGUMENT (D). Illumination is by definition the removal or 
destruction of darkness (andhakaravadha). Nagarjuna says that 
this removal of darkness would take place either through: 
(i) contact between the light and darkness or (ii) without contact 
between the light and darkness: 

(i) If the removal of darkness by the fire/lamp requires contact 
(prapnotilphrad) between them, this cannot occur because contact 
requires co-existence whereas light and darkness are opposites. As 
Nagarjuna expresses this point, there can be no darkness in the fire 
or in a place in which fire occurs. The idea is, I suppose, that x and 
the opposite of x cannot occupy an identical spatia-temporal 
location. Contact here entails that the two entities that have 
contact do occupy an identical spatia-temporal location, if only 
very briefly. But illumination and darkness are opposed to one 
another, i.e. they are contradictories, hence they canno"t have 
contact. At no point in the process (utpadyamane) of illumination, 
Nagarjuna says in the VVIVVC, can the two opposite entities have 
contact, because they cannot, being contradictories, be at the same 
place at the same time. 27 

· 

(ii) If the fire/lamp destroys darkness without contact (aprapta/ 
rna phrad), this would entail, according to the VVC, the absurd 
consequence that a particular fire would destroy all darkness in all 
parts of the world (sarve$U lokadhatu$u), because no contact 
would be required for the destruction to occur. As the VaidC says, a 
light in a single location would be able to illumine even the most 
remote of places, such as the darkness contained within the caves 
of all mountains (ri thams cad kyi phug gi nang du gtogs pa'i mun 
pa), because no contact would be required in order for the 
illumination to occur. There would be no reason why a particular 
darkness is destroyed by a particular light, for all darknesses are 
alike in being out of contact with light. (In the VaidC Nagarjuna 
also gives the supportive analogy of the sword (ral gri). Just as a 
sword cannot cut without contact, likewise light cannot illuminate 
without contact with what it illuminates) .28 

So, Nagarjuna concludes that illumination of darkness by light 
is impossible, given that it cannot occur either (i) by contact 
between light and darkness or (ii) without such contact. 29 

But Nagarjuna's argument does not work as a refutation of self­
illumination. As I have said, self-illumination, which is a metaphor 
for self-evidence, is not by definition 'the removal or destruction of 
darkness'. On the contrary, self-illumination (understood meta-
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phorically) has nothing to do with darkness and its removal. Self­
illumination means that a light is made evident, i.e. its existence is 
proved, simply by the fact that its object is illumined by it. The 
issue of whether in 'self-illumination' the light removes darkness 
with or without contact thus does not even arise. To · take self­
illumination literally, as Nagarjuna does in his argument, is to miss 
the point of the metaphor. 

Nevertheless,- it might be argued that Nagarjuna's argument 
works as a refutation, not of self-illumination, but of the 
illumination of objects in the normal, non-metaphorical sense, 
i.e, the illumination of other objects by light. Here, at least, it might 
be argued, light cannot illuminate either by contact or without 
contact the darkness which conceals such objects. 

But this raises the question, why would Nagarjuna want to 
refute this normal form of illumination? For the purpose of his 
critique is surely to refute the example of (so-called) 'self­
illumination', as it is this phenomenon of self-illumination which 
is said by the opponent to support the argument that pramiit:ta-s are 
self-evident. A critique of illumination in its normal sense would 
seem to be irrelevant (such a critique would bear no relation to the 
issue of self-evident pramiit:ta-s) and, in fact, rather bizarre. Is 
Nagarjuna seriously arguing that light does not illuminate objects? 
This would seem to be a very peculiar position to assert. (Perhaps 
he is refuting illumination with svabhiiva of darkness with 
svabhiiva, but he gives no indication that this is the case). 

But even if he is (for some reason) refuting the illumination of 
objects by light, his argument is unsuccessful. The probl~m with 
this argument is that it depends on the assumption that light and 
darkness are two discrete things, which are diametrically opposed 
to one another. But, as I have explained, the Naiyayikas (sensibly) 
considered darkness to be an absence of light, rather than a 
contradictory substance. 

Thus, light and darkness are, one might say, actually two poles 
of a single phenomenon, which one might call 'the level of 
illumination'. In this case, there can be degrees of illumination or 
degrees of darkness. Darkness thus understood is simply the 
relative lack of light, rather than being an opposing substance 
which contradicts the nature of light. If there is no light 
whatsoever, then this is simply the complete absence of light, i.e. 
the very lowest possible level of illumination, rather than being a 
case of the removal of light by an opposing_ substance, darkness. 

170 



The Attack on Intrinsic Validation 

The point is, then, that light and darkness need not be seen as a 
battle between two contradictory, discrete entities. The problem of 
contact only arises if they are viewed in this way. 

ARGUMENT (E). Niigiirjuna now admits that it is accepted both 
by ordinary men ('jig rten pa) and by investigators (dpyod pa po), 
i.e. philosophers, respected by the Nyiiya tradition (of which he 
gives a long list) that darkness is the mere absence of light ('ad med 
pa tsam). Darkness is an example (dpe) of a mere absence. 

Niigiirjuna is here rderring explicitly to the NS, which states 
that, 

laukikaparik~akii'Jiirrt yasminnarthe buddhisiimyarrt sa 
dmantai?ll 

The dr~tanta is the matter with regards which ordinary men 
(laukika) and investigators (parik~aka) have the same 
opinion. (NS I, 1, 25). 

As Viitsyiiyana explains in his commentary, the distinction 
between the ordinary man (laukika) and the investigator (par­
ik~aka) is a distinction of intelligence, either innate or through 
training. Thus, the investigator has examined and understood the 
nature of the object in question more thoroughly and meticulously 
than the average man. An object is usable as a dr~tanta when the 
careful examination has revealed the ordinary understanding of .the 
.entity in question t<il be correct. 30 

So, Nagiirjuna is now claiming that darkness is a dr~tiinta- i.e. a 
commonly and correctly understood instance - of an ;1bsence. In 
which case, Nagiirjuna argues, darkness is not accepted as an entity 
(dngos·po) of any kind. Therefore, darkness is not anything which 
can be removed (sel bar byed pa) by light. So there can be no 
illumination, i.e. removal, of darkness by light.31 

·But Niigiirjuna has certainly gone astray here. He has, I think, 
confused two distinct meanings/uses of the term 'remove'. 

:First, ' remove' can mean 'relocate/eliminate'. One removes, i.e. 
relocates, the cup and one· removes, i.e. eliminates, the spelling 
mistakes from the essay. In order to remove in this sense, there 
must be an entity which is relocated/eliminated. It would be wrong 
to say that in placing the cup on the table, I have relocated an entity 
called 'the absence of a cup', from the table (where do I put it, I 
wonder?) or that in inserting spelling-mistakes ini:o my essay 
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(surely a perverse activity), I have eliminated an entity called 'the 
absence of spelling mistakes' from my essay! It is true, as 
Nagarjuna says, that an absence is not an entity which can be 
relocated/eliminated. 

But, second, 'remove' can be used in a different sense, in relation 
to absences. To remove an absence means, I suggest, that an entity 
x exists where it did not exist/it was absent before (rather than that 
there is an entity called 'absence of entity x' which must be 
relocated or eliminated in order for entity x to exist). If I were to 
say that I remove the absence of a cup (admittedly, a rather unusual 
way of speaking), I would mean - not that there is an entity called 
'absence of cup' which I relocate/eliminate in order for the cup to 
exist but rather - that the cup exists where previously it did not 
exist/it was absent. Similarly, the removal of darkness, an absence 
of light, by light means - not that there is an entity called 
'darkness' which is relocated/eliminated by light but rather - that 
light exists where previously it did not exist/it was absent. So, when 
'removal' is understood in this second sense, illumination, i.e. the 
removal of darkness by light, is unproblematic. Nagarjuna 's 
argument is therefore unsuccessful. 

At any rate, argument (E) is irrelevant because, as I have argued 
already, the language of self-illumination is metaphorical. It is not 
that light 'lights itself up', as it were. Rather, the real point of the 
metaphor of self-illumination is that light is self-evident. It is 
proved that there is light simply by the fact that an object has been 
illuminated. No further proof is necessary. In the case of self­
illumination, the issue of whether or in what sense illumination can 
remove dai:kness is spurious, for the phenomenon which is being 
referred to, i.e. self-evidence, is not really a case of illumination at 
all. 

Some Further Reflections on Self-Evident Knowledge-episodes 

All the arguments, therefore, which Nagarjuna presents in 
refutation of the example of the fire appear to me to fail. This is 
not to say, however, that it is true that therefore pramii1Ja-s are self~ 
evident. It simply means that the attempt which Nagarjuna makes 
to refute this position, by attacking the example which supports the 
position of self-evidence, is unsuccessful. 

How, then, might one mount a more successful attack on the 
position that the pramii1Ja-s are self-evident? Surely a problem with 
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the self-evidence theory of validation is that it fails to explain the 
phenomenon of error. If knowledge-episodes are self-evident, how 
is it, then, that one sometimes thinks that one's cognition is correct, 
i.e. in accord with a mind-independent reality, and yet one is 
mistaken? And also, it might be argued, if it is sometimes the case 
that our supposedly self-evident knowledge-episodes are not in fact 
knowledge-episodes, then might it not be the case that none of our 
seemingly self-evident knowledge-episodes is in fact correct? That 
is, they might seem to mirror a mind-independent reality, but in 
fact they do not. Clearly, if a self-evidence theory of the validation 
of knowledge-episodes is to be refuted, this is the fracture-point. 

Obviously, any successful reply to this objection will have to 
modify the naive theory that knowledge-episodes are simply self­
evident. For if knowledge-episodes were simply self-evident, there 
would be no errors at all, which seems an impossible position to 
defend. 

Perhaps one might attempt to defend the theory of self-evidence 
through recourse to some sort of internal characteristic, which 
distinguishes knowledge-episodes from non-knowledge-episodes. I 
have in mind here a theory like that of the Stoic criterion. 32 The 
knowledge-episode has, it might be claimed, some essential 
characteristic or characteristics, such as clarity and distinctness, 
which mark it off from erroneous cognitions. A correct perception, 
for example, of a red chair, is (it might be argued) more vivid and 
well-defined than the red chair cognized in a dream. The appeal, 
then, would be to an experientially detectable criterion which 
indicates that the cognition in question is correct. Error occurs 
because one does .not pay sufficient attention to the nature of the 
cogni(ion in question. As such, one thinks that the criterion is there 
when in fact it isn't or vice versa. I may perceive, for example, a 
tree-stump where in fact there is a man. But, the proponent of .the 
criterion theory might argue, if I examine carefully my perception, 
it will be evident that in fact the cognition lacks some 
characteristics (such as clarity . and distinctness) which knowf­
edge-episodes have. 

However, it seems that, if the proponent of the theory of self­
evidence appeals to criteria which indicate the correctness of his 
cognitions, then he has actually abandoned the theory of self­
evidence. If a knowledge-episode has a detectable distinguishing 
characteristic, and yet one is not immediately aware of its presence, 
then the knowledge-episode is not self-evident. Self-evidence means 
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'not requiring any proof', but an appeal to criteria to distinguish a 
kf)owledge-episode from a non-knowledge-episode would appear 
to be a form of proof. That is, because this cognition has the 
criterion, it must be a knowledge-episode. 

At any rate, the criterion theory is highly vulnerable to sceptical 
attacks, for the onus must be on its proponent to show that there is 
indeed some characteristic of knowledge-episodes which cannot be 
re-duplicated by erroneous cognitions. And it is difficult to argue 
convincingly for the existence of such a characteristic, for 
erroneous cognitions can be, it would seem, remarkably similar 
in all respects (including clarity and distinctness) to knowledge­
episodes. It as at least doubtful, then, that the search for such a 
criterion can be successful. (In fact, the ancient sceptics, such as 
Arcesilaus, criticized the Stoics' attempts to identify some essential, 
distinguishing characteristic of veridical cognitions. Arcesilaus 
argued that a non-veridical cognition can have all of the 
characteristics of a veridical cognition).33 

Another tactic would be to say that it is self-evident that most of 
our cognitions, most of the time, are correct. Erroneous cognitions 
occur due to abnormal conditions, such as intoxication, diseased 
sense-organs, or unusual external circumstances such as poor 
lighting, etc. Erroneous cognitions are the exceptions which prove 
the rule. The theory of self-evidence would then be a species of 
epistemological optimism, rather than epistemological infallibility. 

This qualification certainly makes the theory more palatable, 
but surely it can be objected that if some cognitions are erroneous, 
all of them might be. The proponent of self-evidence will of course 
object that this possibi,lity is highly unlikely, and thus such doubts 
are unreasonable. 

But a Madhyamika will respond that such doubts are not 
unreasonable, because there is a real sense in which all of our 
supposedly correct cognitions ·are in fact erroneous; for they are 
taken to mirror a mind-independent reality when in fact they do 
not. It may seem self-evident that most of our cognitions are 
correct, i.e. they are undistorted apprehensions of objects as they 
exist apart from the mind, ·but this is in fact a mistake. (Still, it 
seems to me that here the onus must be on the Madhyamika to 
prove what is after all an extremely counter-intuitive position). 

Note that this modified theory of self-evidence entails that any 
particular knowledge-episode is not, in fact, self-evidently correct. 
For it is always possible that one is under the influence of an 
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abnormal condition, which makes what is not a knowledge-episode 
appear as a knowledge-episode. Thus, if one were to demonstrate 
that a particular knowledge-episode is in fact a knowledge-episode, 
there would have to be some test to ensure that no abnorinal 
conditions were at play. 

In conclusion, it is obvious that a naive theory of self-evident 
knowledge-episodes is easily refutable. It seems that · a qualified 
theory of self-evident knowledge-episodes might be philosophically 
defensible; whether it is correct is a moot point. What is certain, 
however, is that Nagarjuna's critique of a theory of self-evident 
knowledge-episodes - relying as it does on a series of fallacious 
arguments against self-illumination - is a complete failure. 

An Argument Against Both Intrinsic Validation (1) ·and (2) 

At VVIVVC 40-41, Nagarjuna gives a general refutation of 
intrinsic validation, applicable both to the position that prama1:1a-s 
are self-evident and the position that prama1:1a-s are validated by 
other prama1:1a-s. He says that if prama1:1a-s were intrinsically 
established, then they would be established independently (ana­
pek~ya) of their prameya-s. This follows analytically, because the 
definition of intrinsic establishment is establishment without 
relying upon the prameya-s. But, Nagarjuna argues, if the 
prama1:1a-s are established independently of the prameya-s, then 
they would be independent of the prameya-s, i.e. they would not 
exist in dependence upon the prameya-s. They would not be the 
prama~za-s of anything (kasyacit). However, given that the 
prama~Ja-s are the pran:za~za-s of something, viz. the prameya-s, 
the position that the prama1:1a-s are intrinsically established is 
untenable. 

But Nagarjuna has here committed the fallacy of equivocation. 
Nagarjuna wants to argue as follows: 

Premiss1• If there were intrinsically established prama1:1a-s, 
they would be established independently of the 
prameya-s. 

Premiss2 • Prama1:1a-s are not established independently of 
prameya-s. 

Conclusion. There are not intrinsically established prama1:1a-s. 

Apparently, the conclusion follows directly from the law of non­
contradiction. X [=the prama1Ja] cannot be (y and -y). X is -y 
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[where -y = not established independently of t~e prameya] :. x is 
-(y). This argument is superficially persuasiv'e. But consider the 
following analysis of Nagarjuna's argument: ' 

Premiss1. If there were intrinsically established1 pramii1:za-s, 
they would be established1 independently of the 
prameya-s. 

Definition 1• Established 1 =validated/proved. 
Premiss2• • Prama7:za-s are not established2 independently of 

prameya-s. 
Definition2• Established2 = existent. 
Conclusion. There are not intrinsically established1 

prama7:za-s. 

This analysis makes it clear that Nagarjuna employs two distinct 
senses of i:he term 'establishment' (siddhi) or 'established' (siddha). 
Which is to say that (independently establishedJ) and -(indepen­
dently established2 ) are not contradictories. Thus, it does not 
follow that a prama7:za cannot be both (independently establishedJ) 
and -(independently established2 ). Nagarjuna's conclusion, there­
fore, is not entailed. 

It seems to be true that a prama7:za is established, i.e. exists in 
dependence upon its prameya. This follows from the intention­
ality of consciousness. A knowledge-episode is always and 
necessarily a knowledge-episode of an object. Thus, a knowl­
edge-episode cannot exist apart from the object of knowledge 
which it knows. The object which it knows is its prameya. My 
correct perceptual apprehension of the copper beech . tree, for 
example, simply cannot occur without a copper beech t~ee to be 
correctly perceptually apprehended. Thus, the pramd7:za exists. in 
dependence upon the object. 

However, that a knowledge-episode is established, i.e. exists, 
always as a knowledge-episode of an object does not in itself entail 
that the object itself establishes, i.e. validates, that the knowledge­
episode accurately apprehends the object. It is logically possible 
that the knowledge-episode, though dependent for its existence 
upon its object, is self-evident, is validated by other knowledge­
episodes, has not been validated (one can have correct cognitions 
without any proof that they are correct) or even cannot be 
validated at all (which would mean that there are correct 
cognitions, but there is no way of proving that there are correct 
cognitions). 
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Take, for example, the perceptual knowledge-episode of a tree. 
One might plausibly hold that, though the perception cannot exist 
independently of the tree perceived, the perception is proved to be 
correct because (i) the perception.is.self-evidently correct, or (ii) the 
perception has been confirmed by other perceptions. Alternatively, 
one may hold that one has not, or even cannot, prove that this 
knowledge-episode of the tree is in fact correct. So one cannot 
deduce, as Nagarjuna attempts, tbat because a pramiit;ta is 
dependent upon its prameya for its existence, therefore it is not , 
validated independently of the prameya; 

* * * 
At Vaid/VaidC 2 there is a similar confusion of the issues of 
validation and existence. Here Nagarjuna says that, because the 
pramiit;ta is established (grub pa), i.e. exists (yod), in dependence on 
the prameya (and not just vice versa), therefore the prameya is the 
pramiit;ta (here best understood as the 'means of knowledge') of the 
pramiitJa, and the pramatJa is the prameya (i.e. the object known 
by means) of the pramiitJa. Hence, their natures are mixed ('dres). 

But this appears to me 'to be bizarre reasoning. The fact that a 
pramatJa exists in dependence on the object of knowledge does not 
entail that the object of knowledge is the means of knowledge of 
the pramatJa, and that the pramatJa is the object known by means 
of the object . of knowledge. The mutual establishment, . i.e. 
mutually dependent existence, of pramiitJa and prameya entails 
only that the prameya is the means of existence of the pramatJa 
(and, of course, vice versa); Nagarjuna has once again conflated the 
issue of the existence of the pramii7J.a-s and prameya-s with the 
issue of their validation. It would follow that, if the prama7J.a were 
validated in dependence upon the prameya, then the object of 
knowledge would be the means by which the prama7J.a is known to · 
be a pramiitJa. In this sense, then, the pr.ameya would become the 
prama7J.a (here meaning the 'means of knowledge') of the prama7J.a, 
and the prama7J.a would become the prameya (i.e. the object known 
by means) of the prameya. But this 'mixing' of the natures of the 
pramiitJa and the prameya, I must stress, would not follow from 
their mutually dependent existence, as Nagarjuna claims, but 
would occur if the pramii7J.a and prameya were found to be 
dependent upon one . another for their validation. · 
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(the much-maligned) Devadatta. The point is, presumably, that light contacts 
· darkness just as the planets contact the-people upon whom they exert a harmful 
influence. It is (allegedly) established that the planets do exert a harmful 
influence upon people. (Perhaps the assumption here is .that the planets emit a 
subtle matter which travels to certain unfortunate people and, through contact 
with them, causes them harm). Similarly, light illuminates darkness. 

I suppose that in the ancient Indian context, light must have appeared as a 
very mysterious and even magical phenomenon. It may have thus seemed 
natural to compare light with other mysterious phenomena - such as the 
(supposed) evil influence of planets upon people. 

But Nagarjuna retorts that the analogy breaks ·down. Contrary to the 
opponent's opinion, light does not contact darkness, like the . planets exert 
through contact their harmful influence on people. This is, according to 
·Nagarjuna, for two reasons: 

(a) The harmful influence of the planets on people is possible because people 
are corporeal (Ius dang /dan pa) . The harmful influence of the planets only 
occurs when the entity influenced has a body which can be harmed, just as, for 
example, fire, a snake, illness, etc can only have a harmful influence upon tlie-· 
corporeal. Perh~ps the notion is that the subtle matter. emitted by the planets 
can only contact an entity which, similarly, is material. By contrast, darkness is 
a. mere absence of light ( 'od med pa tsam). A mere absence cannot have a body, 
because, if it did have a body, insofar as it has the positive quality of 
corporeality, it would not be a mere absence. 

(b) The planets are able to exert their influence on peoples' bodies at a great 
distance (thag ring po na), unlike a lamplight, which cannot illuminate very 
distant objects. The point appears to be, then, that, if the lamplight's alleged 
illumination of darkness through contact were like the planets' influence on 
people through contact, then lamplight would be able to contact darkness at a 
great distance. But it is clear that lamplight does not have this ability. 

Note that both the opponent and Nagarjuna maintain, it would appear, 
that the planets do indeed harmfully influence people. Their disagreement is 
about whether or not this harmful influence is similar or dissimilar to the 
alleged illumination of darkness through contact with light. The difficulty is, 
however, that neither party provides any proof for the harmful influence of 
the planets upon people. Perhaps it was a cultural assumption that such 
harmful influence occurs, and thus the point was taken as axiomatic. But this 
is a mistake, for the harmful influence of the planets upon people is not a self­
evident truth. 

However, Nagarjuna might perhaps retort that he does not accept the 
position that planets harmfully influence people. He is engaging here in ·a 
reductio ad absurdum (prasanga) . Nagarjuna adopts the opponent's assumption 
that the planets have a harmful influence on people only for the sake of 
demonstrating the absurd consequences which follow for the opponent, who 
claims that the illumination of light is similar to this assumed harmful influence 
of the planets upon people. Nagarjuna is claiming, in. this case, that even 
assuming for the sake of argument that there is (as the opponent claims) an evil 
influence of planets upon people, the alleged illumination of darkness by light 
through contact cannot be similar to this evil influence of planets on people. 
Thus the opponent's argument by analogy does not work. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

The Attack on Extrinsic 
Validation 

Extrinsic Validation (1): The prama~a-s are 
Validated by the prameya-s 

The theory that pramii7:1a-s are validated by prameya-s became the 
most commonly accepted explanation of validation among the 
Naiyayikas. The tendency in Nyaya philosophy (despite the 
apparent claim at NS II, 1, 19 that pramii7:1a-s are self-validating/ 
self-evident) is to argue that knowledge-episodes are validated if 
the object functions or acts in the way in which it is cognized. 
Thus, a perceptual knowledge-episode of water is proved to be a 
correct perceptual cognition if, for example, the perceived water is 
found to be wet. But if the perceived water is not wet, it is a mirage 
rather than real water, and the perception of it as water is a case of 
error rather than of knowledge. In other words, the correctness of a 
knowledge-episode is attested by a further cognition of the efficacy 
(phalajfziina) or confirmatory behaviour (prav.rttisiimarthya) of the 
objects which are cognized. If the cognized object actually acts . in 
accordance with its nature, then this · proves that the initial 
cognition did apprehend an object which exists in the mind­
independent world. The knowledge-episodes are, therefore, . ex­
trinsically validated, i.e. validated by the objects ofwhich they are 
the knowledge-episodes. 1 

Nagarjuna says that if the pramii1Ja-s were validated by 
prameya-s, this might occur through: (i) objects of the same type 
or 'sphere of activity' (vi$aya)- e.g. a perceptual pramii1Ja might be 
validated by a perceptual prameya, etc, (ii) a prameya of a different 
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type, e.g. a perceptual pramiiT:Za might be validated by a prameya of 
an inference, an inferential pramiiT:Za might be validated by a 
perceptual prameya, etc. 

· Nagarjuna also states that it might be that the prameya-s either 
individually (vyasta) or in an aggregate (samasta) could validate 
the pramii1Ja-s. 2 For example, in the case of perceptual pramii1Ja-s, 

·· it might be that: (i) one perceptual prameya validates a perceptual 
pramiiT:Za, (ii) . an aggregate of perceptual prameya-s validates a 

· perceptual pramii1Ja, (iii) a perceptual pramii1Ja is valipated by an 
aggregate of prameya-s some of which are of the same type as itself, 
some of which are not of the same type as itself (e.g. some 
perceptual prameya-s, and some inferential prameya-s), or all of 
which are of a single different wpe from itself (e.g. a group of 
inferential prameya-s), br all of which are ' from a number of 
different types than it (e.g. a group of prameya-s consisting of 
inferential prameya-s, prameya-s of verbal testimony, and pra­
meya-s of comparison, used to validate a perceptual knowledge­
episode). And mutatis mutandis for the other pramiiT:Za-s. 

The purpose of this list seems to be to cover all the conceivable 
possibilities •. In · fact, .the later Naiyayikas .at least appear to have 
thought that the final, most reliable validation of all prama~a-s is 
by way of perceptual prameya-s. In this sense perceptual cognition 
is the basic type of knowledge-episode. 3 Perceptions of confirma· 
tory behaviour provide· the most reliable evidence upon which a 
proof of a knowledge~episode may proceed. Thus, the mechanics of 
the validation of a knowledge-episode are as follows: Orie has a 
knowledge-episode of an 'object. There is subsequently a perception 
of the confirmatory behaviour of the object. On this basis, there is 
an inference: . because there is a perception of the confirmatory 
behaviour, therefore the original knowledge-episode ofthe object is 
proved to be . a knowledge-episode.4 If I rely on · the verbal 
testimony, for example, of a trustworthy person (apta), that the . 
platypus lives in Australia, the consequent knowledge-episode that 
the platypus lives in Australia is most securely proved to be a 
knowledge-episode on the basi~ of the perception in Australia of 
the -confirmatory behaviour of the curious duck-billed, egg-laying, 
amphibious creature in question. The trustworthy person has said 
that the platypus lives in Austnilia, and the receiver of this 
information subsequently perceives in Australia an animal behav­
ing in accord with the description of the platypus provided by the 
trustworthy person. One infers that, because the confirmatory 
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behaviour of the platypus is perceived in Australia, .the cognition 
produced by the verbal testimony of the trustworthy person was a · 
knowledge-episode. 

Nagarjuna's Refutation of Extrinsic Validation (1) 

Nagarjuna's argument is here particularly obscure. But I shall . 
sugg(!st an int.erpretlition. His criticism is essentially that the theory · 
that the pramiit:ta-s are validated by the prameya-s commits the 
fallacy (do~a) of the validation of the [already] validated (siddbasya 
siidhana).5 What does this mean? ·· 

As I have emphasized, the theory of extrinsic validation (1) of 
pramiit:ta-s means tha.t the correctness of a cognition is proved . by 
the confirmatory behaviour of the object cognized. When die object · · 
cognized behaves in accord with the initial cognition of it, then the 
initial cognition is confirmed to be correct. I have a cognition of 
fire. The fire actually behaves like fire, i.e. it burns, smokes, etc. My . 
initial cognition of the fire is thereby proved 'to be ' correct. 

There is, however, an obvious problem w~th this theory, which 
perhaps Nagarjuna · is ·pointing out here. The confirmatory 
behaviour of the object, which supposedly proves that my initial .· 
cognition of the object is correct, must itself be apprehended by a 
cognition. But how, then, does one prove that this cognition which . 
apprehends the confirmatory behaviour is itself correct? I cognize 
that the fire behaves like fire, i.e. it burns, smokes, etc. How do I 
prove that the cognition of the · fire's confirmatory behaviour is 
correct, i.e. actually mirrors a mind-independent State of affairs? If 
the cognition of the confi~matory behaviour is proved by further 
cognitions of confirmatory behaviour, then an infinite regress is 
entailed. One ends up, in other words, in the same position as the 
proponent of the theory that pramiit:ta-s are validated by 'other 
pramiit:ta-s. Prama1:za 1 of prameya1 is validated by pramiit:ta2. of the 
confirmatory behaviour of prameya·1• · Pramat:ta2 of the confirma" · 
tory behaviour o( prameya1 is .validated · by pramiit:ta3 of the 
confirmatory behaviour of prameya1• And so on. 

If one attempts to prove that a cognition is in fact a knowledge­
episode, i.e. that it does mirror the mind-independent state of 
affairs, then it is futile to turn to the confirmatory behaviour of the 
object cognized as the means of proving the correctness of the 
initial <:ognition. For such a proofalw~ys relies on the confii:'matory 
behaviour of the object as mediated by a further cognition. There is 
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always the problem of whether this further cognition is itself 
accurate. In which case, the confirmatory behaviour of the prameya 
(given that the accuracy of the cognition of this confirmatory 
behaviour has not itself been proved) cannot be used to prove that 
the initial cognition of the prameya was correct. 

Hence, perhaps, Nagarjuna's claim that the theory that the 
prameya-s validate the pramiir;a-s entails the fault of validation of 
the [already] validated. If the confirmatory behaviour of the 
prameya is to validate the pramiir;a, i.e. prove that the pramiir;a 
apprehends its object as it is mind-independently, then this 
confirmatory behaviour of the prameya must itself already have 
been proven to be an object which has been correctly cognized, i.e. 
cognized as it is mind-independently. This means that there must be 
a cognition which has been proven already to cognize correctly the 
confirmatory behaviour of the prameya. To suggest otherwise 
would involve an absurd inversion (vyatyaya) of the theory of 
pramar;a-s, which would render pramar;a-s superfluous (for the 
confirmatory behaviour of the prameya-s would be said to be 
correctly cognized without a knowledge-episode!). 6 But how is it 
proved that the cognition of the confirmatory behaviour of the 
prameya has in fact cognized this confirmatory behaviour as it is 
mind-independently? Thus, the theory that a pramar;a is validated 
by the confirmatory behaviour of the prameya presupposes 
(without proof) that there is a cognition which is correct (a 
pramiir;a), i.e. which mirrors the prameya's behaviour as it exists 
mind-independently. . 

The later Naiyayikas (much later than the NS and Nagarjuna's 
critiques) were certainly aware of this difficulty. Their responses are 
complex and varied. In general, however, the Naiyayikas counter 
that one does not generally doubt the correctness of the cognitions 
which apprehend confirmatory behaviour. If the water quenches 
my thirst, I do not usually doubt the perceptual knowledge-episode 
of the water quenching my thirst. If the fire burns my hand, then I 
do not doubt that the knowledge-episode of the fire burning my 
hand is in fact correct. If on some unusual occasion one were to 
doubt such a knowledge-episode of confirmatory behaviour, the 
cognition would be validated by appeal to further confirmatory 
behaviour (e.g. not only did the water quench my thirst, it 
quenched other people's thirst, it felt like water, etc). This does not 

. lead to an infinite regress, however, because the psychological need 
for validation stops as soon ·as the doubt which impedes action is 

184 



The Attack on Extrinsic Validation 

dispelled. Sooner or later, the evidence that the water which I 
perceive is in fact water will be sufficient for me to believe that it is 
water. I am then able to act successfully on the basis of this 
conviction. I will be happy, for example, to take a bath in the water 
now that my doubts have been vanquished? 

It could of course be argued that this pragmatic answer to the 
problem of validation of knowledge-episodes of confirmatory 
behaviour is actually an evasion of the issue, for it is still possible 
that, despite one's psychological convictions, the cognitions of 
confirmatory behaviour are in fact false, in the sense that they do 
not correspond to a mind-independent reality (for example, by 
analogy with a dream in which one believes that one is tasting 
water, one believes that other people are tasting the water too, etc 
and yet there is not in fact any water which is being tasted). 

But the Naiyayika can, I think, reasonably object that it is highly 
unlikely that one's psychological convictions, on the basis of 
cognitions of confirmatory behaviour, are wrong. Granted, it is 
theoretically possible, by analogy with the dream, that all of one's 
cognitions of the confirmatory behaviour are actually false. That is, 
it is theoretically possible that not just my initial perception of the 
water, but my subsequent cognitions of the water as wet, thirst­
quenching, cool, etc arc delusions. It might be, then, that there is no 
mind-independent water. But a theoretical possibility (especially 
such an implausible one) is not the same as an actuality. If it is 
claimed that nevertheless one cannot be certain that the cognitions 
of the confirmatory behaviour are themselves correct, then the 
Naiyayika could respond that the requirement of certainty is too 
strict. The Naiyayika can say, quite reasonably, that it is highly 
probable that the cognitions of confirmatory behaviour are correct, 
and this is sufficient grounds for proof. The Naiyayika might insist, 
I think, that the onus is on the opponent to prove his (the 
opponent's) highly improbable thesis that the cognitions of the 
confirmatory behaviour are not correct, i.e. do not apprehend a 
mind-independent state-of-affairs, and thus cannot be used as 
proof of the correctness of the initial knowledge-episode. 

185 



Emptiness Appraised 

Extrinsic Validation (2): Pramat;za-s and prameya-s are 
Mutually Validating · 

Nagatjuna's Refutation of Extrinsic Validation (2) 

The final theory which Nagarjuna considers is that the prama1J.(l-s and 
the prameya-s are validated in mutual dependence. Nagarjuna says, if 
the pramii~Ja-S validate the prameya-s and the prameya-s validate the 
pramiit:~a-s, then in effect neither pramd~Ja-S nor prameya-s are 
validated, because they both rely on something unvalidated for their 
own validation. There is a vicious .circle of unvalidated entities 
depending upon one another for their validation. 8 

Such mutual validation would be like saying, Nagarjuna argues 
by analogy, that a: father (pitr) is to be produced (utpadya) by a son 
(putra) and thatthe son himself also is to be produced by the father. 
In this case both die son and the father would have both the 
characteristic (lak~m:za) of the father, i.e. producing, and the son, 
i.e. being produced. Such a situation, Nagarjuna says, would raise 
a doubt (sa171deha) about, i.e. leave the question unanswered as to, 
which of the two is the father and which rhe son. For something 
which is produced cannot really also be the producer of what 
produces it. Similarly, if both the' pramd1Ja and the prameya have 
the characteristic of validating the other and being validated by the 
other, then the question of validation remains unanswered. For 
something which is validated cannot really also be the validator of 
that which validates it. 9 

. .. 

I u.nderstand Nagarjuna to mean here tha.t the position that the 
prama~:~a validates the prameya and that the prameya validates the 
prama~:~a is obviously circular. If pramiit:~a 1 validatesprameya 1 and 
prameya 1 validates prama~:~a 1 then neither pramti~:~a 1 nor prameya 1 

has in fact been valiqated. For example, take my perception of the 
copper beech tree. If I am asked to prove that this perception is 
correct, I might say that it is correct because there is a copper beech 
tree. If I am asked to prove that there is a copper beech tree, and I 
reply that there is a copper beech tree because I have a perception 
of it, then I have very obviously begged the question. 

A Reply to Nagarjuna's Refutation 

One might, howeve"r, imagine a more sophisticated version of the 
theory of mutual validation. Such a theory might state that 
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pramiit:ta-s and prameya-s gain their trustworthiness through their 
interaction over time and with experience. The cognitions are 
attested · by the repeated confirmatory behaviour of the objects 
cognized, and the objects cognized are attested by the fact that. they 
are repeatedly objects of (increasingly) reliable forms of cognitions. 

This is, in fact, a position which appeals to common-sense, and 
which seems to describe how cognition actually evolves in 
experience. One gradually builds up a sense that certain cognitions 
arid types of cognition are correct, because they have been proved 
so by their object's confirmatory behaviour in the past. And one 
gradunlly builds up a sense that certain objects exist as they are 
cognized, because similar cognitions of them have been correct in 
the past. Take; for example, the following scenario. 

I perceive from a distance a pool of water. I may confirm that it 
is a pool of water when it quenches my thirst. Here the initial 
perception of the pool of water is validated by . the confirmatory 
behaviour of the pool of water. If at a later date I again perceive at 
some distance a pool of water I will perhaps trust my ,perception. 
The perception is now a means. of validating the object itself. I 
again may confirm ~hat it is a pool of water when it quenches my 
thirst. The confirmatory behaviour again reinforces the validity of 
the perception, and the perception can be trusted even more to be a 
means of validating a similar perceived object . in the future. If I 
perceive at a distance a pool of water I shall be justified in believing 
that it is in fact a pool of water because I have perceived it thus. I 
may judge that the perceived pool of water is in fact a pool of 
water, simply on the basis that l know rriy perception to be reliable 
in this matter. The object is validated by the cognition and the . 
cognition has itself been validated on the basis of the previous · 
confirmatory behaviour ·of the object . . Pramiit:ta and prameya are 
mutually validating. 

I want to suggest that experience in general develops in this 
manner. One gradually becomes accustomed to trusting one's 
cognitions on the basis of their repeated success at apprehending 
objects. Their success has been measured by the fact that the object 
cognized has behaved as one would expect such an object to 
behave. 

But it can be objected that this explanation remains hopelessly 
circular. That one gradually becomes accustomed to trusting one's 
cognitionsin this way does not prove that the objects apprehended 
exist independently of the. mind. For it might be that, although one 
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comes to trust that one's cognitions are reliable in apprehending 
mind-independent objects, in fact the objects which are appre­
hended do not exist independently of one's mind. The perception of 
the pool of water might be attested by the fact that it can quench 
one's thirst, etc, and one will subsequently trust one's perceptions 
of pools of water as reliable, but perhaps the pool of water, and its 
thirst-quenching capacity are fabrications of the cognition which 
apprehends them. 

Once again, however, I must repeat my objection to this sort of 
criticism. It is admittedly theoretically possible that all the objects 
of cognitions are in fact conceptual constructs. In this sense, the 
circularity of the above explanation cannot be denied .. That is, the 
explanation does not disprove the theoretical possibility that the 
whole process of mutual validation of knowledge-episodes and 
objects of knowlege depends on objects which are in reality simply 
products of the mind. But this theoretical possibility seems so 
unlikely, I contend, that it is the (Madhyamika) opponent who 
must prove that this theoretical possibility is an actuality. Until 
such a proof is forthcoming, the thesis that, generally speaking, the 
objects of cognitions have a mind-independent nature can be safely 
assumed to be correct. 

Notes 

My account of the Nyaya theory of extrinsic validation depends on Chatterjee 
(1978), pp. 81-89, Matilal (1986), pp. 160-179. They rely primarily on the 
Nyayamaiijarf of jayanta Bhaqa, the Nyayavarttikatiitparyatfka of Vacaspati 
Misra, and Udayana's Parisuddhi. 

2 vvc 51. 
3 See Van Bijlert (1989), p. 33. See also Matilal (1986), p. 5, who writes that, for 

the Naiyayikas, perceiving is 'the most direct, basic, and indubitable knowing.' 
4 See Matilal (1986), p. 164. 
5 VV/VVC 42. 
6 See VV/VVC 43-45. 
7 See Matilal (1986), pp. 172-179, Chatterjee (197!1), pp. 81-89. 
8 VVIVVC 46-48. 
9 VV/VVC 49-50. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

The Attack on Validation: 
Conclusion 

Nagarjuna's attack on the validation - intrinsic and extrinsic - of 
prama7Ja-s is, I conclude, a philosophical failure . This is for two 
reasons. 

First, in many ways (which I have outlined above in. chapters 10 
and 11) the arguments which Nagarjuna presents in order to refute 
the various ways in which the P._rama7Ja-s might be validated are 
simply untenable. Nagarjuna's arguments do not establish even 
that there is no proof that knowledge-episodes apprehend mind­
independent objects, let alone that prameya-s do not exist in a 
mind-independent manner. 

Second, the position which underlies Nagarjuna's arguments -
namely, that objects of knowledge (prameya) exist without 
svabhava = are one and all entirely conceptual constructs - would 
seem (regardless of the fact that his arguments are so often 
fallacious) to be a highly implausible account of the way things 
really are. It seems much more likely that - as the Naiyayikas 
maintain - the objects which one apprehends by means of 
prama7Ja-s actually exist independently of the apprehension of 
them (in rnany cases at least). Nagiirjuna's critique of the validation 
of knowledge-episodes has certainly given us no good reasons to 
think otherwise. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

The Argument from the 
Three T'imes 

Analysis of the Argument 

At Vaid!VaidC 12, Nagarjuna presents an argument which is meant 
to prove that the pramiir;za-s and prameya-s are not established, i.e. 
do not exist (with svabhiiva? See my discussion below); in the three 
times (dus gsum du tshad ma dang gzhal bya dag ma grub pa). This 
is an argument which is presented, in a somewhat different form, 
by a (possibly Madhyamika) opponent at NS II, 1, 8-11. It also 
appears, in a very similar form to the argument in the Vaid/VaidC, 
in the * Dvadasanikiiyasiistra, attributed to Nagarjuna. 1 

The argument, as it occurs in the Vaid/VaidC, is as follows. If 
there are pramiir;za-s and the prameya-s, they must be mutually 
dependent. Mutual dependence is a form of causation. Causation 
occurs in time. Which is to say that the pramii7Ja must occur: (i) 
prior to (snga to/) the prameya, (ii) subsequent to (phyis) the 
prameya, or (iii) at the same time as (cig car du) the prameya. But 
(i), (ii), and (iii) are all impossible. (Impossible if the pramii7Ja-s and 
prameya-s have svabhiiva?). Therefore, the pramii7Ja-s and 
prameya-s do not exist (with svabhava?). 

How does Nagarjuna argue that (i), (ii) and (iii) are impossible? 
(i) If the pramii1Ja occurs prior tQ its prameya it would not in fact 

be a pramii1Ja. Nagarjuna perhaps means that knowledge-episodes 
are intentional, i.e. they must have objects of which they are the 
knowledge-episodes. But for a pramii1:1a which existed before its 
prameya there would be no object of which the pramiir;za would be 
the pramii7Ja. As the opponent at NS II, 1, 9 expresses this point, if 
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the prama7Ja existed before the prameya, then perception (pra­
tyak$a), for example, would not be produced by connection 
(sannikar$a) of the sense-organ (indriya) with the object (artha). 
That is, the prama7Ja would exist without its object. There would 
be knowledge without something which is known, which is absurd. 

(ii) If the prama7Ja occurs after the prameya, then the prama7Ja 
would be unarisen at the time that the prameya is arisen. But a 
prama7Ja which has not yet arisen cannot be the prama7Ja of an 
arisen prameya. What is unarisen simply cannot abide together 
with (/han cig mi gnas pa), i.e. be in relation to, what is arisen. 
Only things which have arisen already can be in relation to one 
another. Niigiirjuna says that if an unarisen prama7Ja were asserted 
to be the prama7Ja of an arisen prameya, then a horn of a rabbit 
could be a prama7;~a! This analogy seems to be making the (rather 
obvious) point that an unarisen prama7;1a is actually non-existent, 
and it is absurd that a non-existent could be the prama7Ja of a 
prameya. 

Thus, the consequence of the position that the prama7Ja occurs 
after the prameya is that the prameya exists without a prama7Ja. 
But this is impossible, because, the intended object relies on the 
intentional cognition just as much as the intentional cognition 
relies on the intended object. There is no such thing as an object of 
knowledge without a knowledge-episode which cognizes it. 

I stress here the ambiguity of this last assertion. Does Niigarjuna 
mean (i) that the object in its quality of 'being known' is dependent 
upon the knowledge-episode or (ii) that the knowledge-episode 
itself Is constitutive of the object known? Surely Nagarjuna's 
argument only establishes (i), which is a trivial finding. One 
suspects that Nagarjuna actually means that (ii) is the case. But his 
argument does not in fact prove this point. Niigarjuna is either 
stating something so obvious as to be uninteresting (namely, that 
the 'being known' of an object ·requires and cannot exist prior to 
the knowing of this object) or something neither obvious nor at all 
substantiated by Nagarjuna's argument (namely, that an object 
which is known cannot exist prior to the knowing of this object). 

At any rate, positions (i) and (ii) are (according to Nagarjuna) 
impossible because, on account of their mutual dependence, the 
prama'JQ cannot exist prior to, i.e. without, the prameya, and the 
prameya cannot exist prior to, i.e. without, the prm.;na'JQ. This 
would seem to imply, therefore, that they are simultaneous. But 
Nagarjuna explains that this cannot be the case either: 
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(iii) If the pramar,za and the prameya were to exist at the same 
time, then they would not be mutually dependent, because mutual 
dependence is a relation of causation, and simultaneous entities 
cannot cause one another. Nagarjuna gives the analogy of the two 
horns of the ox, which arise together but do not cause one another. 
In order for one entity to cause another entity, it must exist prior to 
the caused entity. (This certainly rules out certain notions of 
causation, such as, for example, Aristotle's final cause). X is the 
cause of y when y is a result of x. But results necessarily follow, i.e. 
exist at a later time than, that of which they are the results. But, as 
we . have seen, a pramiit:ta cannot exist at a later time than a 
prameya, and neither can a prameya exist at a later time than a 
pramiit:ta. 

The most obvious weakness in this argument against the 
simultaneity of pramiit:ta and prameya is that it employs a very 
restrictive notion of causation, viz. as involving a temporal series. 
A cause must be, according to Nagarjuna, prior ro the effect which 
it produces. Thus a cause must not be simultaneous with its effect. 
But this argument is unconvincing, because it may well be that 
causation can in fact occur in some cases without temporal 
succession. Some entities may be effects, i.e. depend upon their 
causes, without those causes preceding them. That this is the case is 
certainly recognized by the Abhidharma. The AKBh, for example, 
says that simultaneous mutual causation (sahabhuhetu) is one ot 
the six types of causes (hetu). The Pali Abhidhamma also accepts 
the sahajata paccaya (the simultaneous condition) and says that it 
has a reciprocal (aniiamaiina) form. According to both the 
Vaibha~ika and Theravada traditions, such simultaneous mutual 
causation is typified by the four great elements (mahabhuta), which 
cannot exist apart from one another. Though the Sautrantikas did 
not accept reciprocal causation, they did admit that non-reciprocal, 
simultaneous causation occurs (as between, for example, the sense 
organ and its corresponding consciousness).2 Nagarjuna is, then, 
out on a limb (in terms of Buddhist philosophy) when he says that 
simultaneous causation is impossible. But he provides no justifica­
tion (other than the implausible analogy of an ox's horns) for his 
unusual and far from self-evident assertion. 

In fact, it appears to me to be entirely plausible that the pramiit:ta 
and prameya do exist, in one sense at least, in mutual dependence 
and simultaneously. For the knowledge-episode must have an 
object of knowledge in order to be known, and an obj~ct, in order 
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to be an object of knowledge, must be the object of a knowledge­
episode. (Which does not, I stress, prove that there is no object 
which exists independently of its being im object of knowledge. I 
would argue that the prameya, understood as the object which is 
known (as opposed to its 'being known') can (in many cases) exist 
before, simultaneously with, and after the knowledge-episode. A 
tree, for example, can exist before, simultaneously with, and after 
the knowledge of it). It seems, then, that the notion of simultaneous 
causation in this respect is quite unproblematic. It certainly is not 
refuted by simply pointing out that an ox's horns exist simulta­
neously and are not causes of one another! 

. The Naiyayika Objection 

Niigarjuna's argument from the three times thus seems very 
dubious indeed. But what precisely does Nagiirjuna intend to 
demonstrate by means of this argument? It would seem that his 
position here is that the pramat:ta-s and the prameya-s do not exist 
at all. · For he appears to have denied even the possibility of 
simultaneous, mutually dependent pramat:ta-s and prameya-s. He 
seems to claim that pramat:ta-s and prameya-s cannot exist, even in 
mutual dependence. Nagiirjuna appears to argue that the occur­
rence of pramat:ta-s and prameya-s is impossible. 

This is certainly how Nagarjuna's argument is understood by the 
Naiyayika opponent at Vaid!VaidC 13. The Naiyayika opponent 
objects that, if for Niigarjuna the pramat:ta-s and the prameya-s are 
non-existent, because any temporal relation between them is 
impossible, then surely Nagiirjuna must claim that he has a 
knowledge-episode that this is the case. But then, Niigarjuna 
contradicts himself, because he has claimed both that knowledge­
episodes and their objects do not exist, and that he has a 
knowledge-episode, arrived at by a correct inference, that there 
are no knowledge-episodes· and objects of knowledge-episodes. As 
the Naiyayika opponent says, Niigarjuna's negation of the 
pramat:ta-.s, which itself has the character of a pramat:ta, should 
itself be impossible in . the three times. 

I think that this objection is sound, if Niigiirjuna is indeed 
claiming that the pramat:ta-s and prameya-s do not exist. The 
assertion that there is a knowledge-episode that there are no 
knowledge-episodes is self-contradictory. If, as seems to be 
suggested in the NS,3 the Madhyamika might attempt to avoid 
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the problem by excepting this one knowledge-episode from the 
general rule, then this is arbitrary. Why should the knowledge­
episode that there are no knowledge-episodes be. excepted by the 
Madhyamika from the general r.u~e that pramdt.ta-s and prameya-s 
cannot exist in the three times? It is incumbent upon the 
Madhyamika to explain how the existence of a pramdt.ta and a 
prameya is possible in this special case, and this he cannot do, of 
course, without contradicting his OW!} reasoning that the pramdt.ta-s 
and prameya-s are not established in the three times. 

Nagarjuna's Response to the Naiyayika Objection 

The unconvincing response given to this problem by Nagarjuna in 
the Vaid/VaidC is that the opponent's objection commits the fallacy 
(skyon) of previous acceptance (sngar khas blangs pa). In other 
words, according to Nagarjuna, the opponent argues: 

Premiss1: The pramdt.ta-s and prameya-s cannot be 
established in the three times. 

Premiss2: The cogn,ition (the pramdt.ta-s and the prameya-s 
cannot be established in the three times) is itself 
a pramdt.ta. 

Conclusion: Therefore, the cognition (the pramdt.ta-s and the 
prameya-s cannot be established in the three 
times) cannot itself be established in the three 
times. 

Nagarjuna claims that the opponent first accepts premisst. i.e. 
that the pramat.ta-s and 'prameya-s .caimot be established in the 
three times, before proceeding to refute it. And, Nagarjuna says, in 
that the Naiyayika first accepts premisst. the debate is finished 
(rtsod pa rdzogs pa)! Which is to say that Nagarjuna's position, i.e~ 
that the pramat.ta-s and the prameya-s cannot exist in the three 
times, is established.4 

But this argument is pure sophistry. The Naiyayika does not 
accept premissh i.e. that the pramdt.ta-s a.nd prameya-s are not 
established in the three times. On the contrary, the Naiyayika 
argument is intended to point out the undesirable consequences for 
Nagdrjuna of Nagarjuna's own acceptance of this premiss. The 
Naiyayika is engaging here in tarka, i.e. in a reductio ad absurdum. 
(See chapter 6 for a discussion of tarka). That is, if one were to 
accept, as does Nagarjuna (and as certainly the Naiyayika himself 
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does not), that the pramii1Ja-s and prameya-s are not established in 
the three times, then the knowledge-episode, i.e. pramii1Ja, that the 
pramii1Ja-s and the prameya-s are not established in the three times 
would be impossible: But Nagarjuna claims that he knows, i.e. has 
a pramii'Ja, that the pramii'Ja-s and the prameya-s are not 
established in the three times. Nagarjuna's positio~ entails that 
Niigiirjuna is caught in a paradox, i.e. a contradiction. 5 The 
Naiyayika is surely right here, if Nagarjuna is in fact claiming that 
he knows that there are no pramii1Ja-s and prameya-s. 

Another Madhyamika Response' Considered 

The Madhyamika might, I suppose, alternatively try to answer the 
Naiyayika objection by claiming that his argument from the three 
times is not in fact intended to negate the existence of the pramii'Ja-s 
and prameya-s. Rather, the argument is meant to negate a 
particular notion of how it is that pramiit:ta-s and prameya-s exist. 
The Madhyamika might say, then, that he negates only the notion 
that pramii1Ja-s and prameya-s exist with svabhava. Thus, the 
knowledge-episode that knowledge-episodes and their objects · do 
not exist in the three times is possible because it is in fact a 
knowledge-episode without svabhiiva . ~but a knowledge-episode 
nonetheless) that knowledge-episodes with svabhava and their 
objects with svabhiiva do not exist in the three times. His refutation 
that pramii1Ja-s and prameya-s can exist in the three times is not a 
refutation of pramii1Ja-s and prameya-s per se, but is rather a 
refutation of the compatibility of their mutual dependence with the 
possession of svabhava. This is, of course, an attractive solution; it 
appears to get the Madhyamika out of his paradox. 

However, this interpretation of the argument from the three times 
is far from unproblematic. In the Vaid/VaidC Nagarjuna does not 
make explicit that the argument that the pramii1Ja-S and prameya-s 
are not established in the three times is intended to refute the 
existence with svabhiiva of pramii1Ja-s and prameya-s. Instead he 
resorts to the previously mentioned and completely sophistical 
accusation that the Naiyayika objection commits the fallacy of 
previous acceptance. If Nagarjuna thinks that he refutes only the 
existence with svabhava of pramii1Ja-s and prameya-s by means of 
the argument from the three . times, then why does he not say so? 

Nevertheless, earlier in the Vaid/VaidC, as I have explained (see 
Chapter 8), Nagarjuna advocates that the pramii1;1a-s and prameya-s 
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are mutually dependent, and that this mutual dependence entails 
that they exist but without svabhava. Perhaps, then, the argument 
that the pramiit:ta-s and prameya-s are not established in the three 
times is simply meant to support this position. 

Furthermore, at Vaid/VaidC 16, Nagarjuna gives the analogy of 
a man who becomes afraid ('jig~ par 'gyur ba} because he wrongly 
thinks that a river (chu) is deep (gting ring}. This concept (b/o) that 
the river is deep may benegated when he is informed that the river 
is in fact not deep. The negation removes a misunderstanding, a 
misconception. Nagarjuna says that his negation of the pramiit:ta-s 
and prameya-s (by means of the argu!_llent from the three times) 
similarly simply removes a-misconception. 

See here the similar analogy given at VVC 64, in which 
Nagarjuna compares his negation, 'the svabhava of entities does 
not exist' (niisti svabhavo bhiivaniim), to the negation, stated to 
someone who thinks that 'Devadatta is in the house', that 
'Devadatta is not in the house.' The negation 'Devadatta is not 
in the house' makes known (jiiiipayati) that Devadatta is not in the 
house. Similarly, the negation 'the svabhava of entities does not 
exist' makes known that. entities do not in fact have svabhava. 
There is no svabhava whatsoever of any entities, yet the negation is 
necessary in order to remove the misunderstanding in people's 
minds that entities do have svabhava. At VVC 64, at least, 
Nagarjuna clearly wishes to remove the misconception that entities 
have svabhava, and his intention is not to negate the existence per 
se of entities. 

It is arguable, then, that the misconception which Nagarjuna's 
negation of thepramiit:ta-s.and prameya-s (by means of the argument 
from the three times at Vaid!VaidC 12) is meant to remove is that 
these pramiit:ta-s and prameya-s have svabhava. Nagarjuna negates 
the misconception that pramiit:ta-s and prameya-s have svabhava 
rather than the pramiit:ta-s and prameya-s as such. 

* * * 
But there is a problem with thi~ Madhyamika response to the 
Naiyayika objection. Why would the pramiit:ta-s and prameya-s 
which exist without svabhava escape Nagarjuna's argument from 
the three times, whereas the pramiit:ta-s and prameya-s which exist 
with svf:lbhava are (supposedly) refuted by this same argument? It 
would appear that, if Nagarjuna's acgument from the three times 
were successful, it would apply equally to pramiit:ta-sand prameya-s 
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which have svabhava, and to pramat:ra-s and. prameya-s which do 
not have svabhava. That is to say, even a pramat:ra without 
svabhava would not - according to Nagarjuna's argument - be 
able to exist prior to, after, or at the same time as a prameya 
without svabhava. Thus, even pramat:ra-s and prameya-s which 
exist without svabhava would not be established in the three times. 
Must not Nagarjuna's arguments apply equally well (or badly) to 
pramat:ra-s and prameya-s which exist with svabhava and 
pramat:ra-s and prameya-s which exist without svabhava? In which 
case, either his argument from the three times is unsuccessful and 
refutes neither pramat:ra-s and prameya-s which exist with 
svabhava nor pramat:ra-s and prameya-s which exist without 
svabhava, or else his argument from the three times is successful 
and refutes both pramat:ra-s and prameya-s which exist with 
svabhava and pramat:ra-s and prameya-s which exist without 
svabhava. The exception of pramat:ra-s and prameya-s without 
svabhava from the refutation would be arbitrary. 

Furthermore, I have argued (see chapter 4) that Nagarjuna's 
assertion of universal absence of svabhava reduces to nihilism 
(despite Nagarjuna's intention to tread the Middle Path between 
nihilism and eternalism). Given Nagarjuna's contention that 
everything lacks svabhava, there is not actually a real distinction 
between existence without svabhava and complete non-existence. 
In which case, the existence without svabhava of pramat:ra-s and 
prameya-s is after all equivalent to their complete non-existence. It 
just will not work for Nagarjuna to say that his argument from the 
threP. times refutes - not the existence of pramat:ra-s and prameya-s 
but i:ather - the misconception that pramat:ra-s and prameya-s have 
svabhava. If everything lacks svabhava (as Nagarjuna claims), then 
the knowledge-episode without svabhava that there are no knowl­
edge-episodes and objects of knowledge with svabhava entails the 
nihilistic paradox that there is a knowledge-episode that knowl­
edge-episodes and objects of knowledge do not exist at all. The 
Naiyayika objection to Nagarjuna's argument from the three times 
still stands. 

Notes 

1 See Cheng (1982) (trans.), pp. 101-103. Lindtner (1982), p. 11 argues that the 
• Dvadasanikiiyasiistra, which survives only in Chinese, is 'decidedly spurious'. 

2 See AKBh II, 49-50. Karunadasa (1967), pp. 131-132. 
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3 See NS II, 1, 14. See also NSBh II,1, 14 and NSV II, 1, 14, Jha (trans.) (1984), 
pp. 627-628. 

4 Vaid /VaidC 14-15. 
5 See NSV II, 1, 12, Jha (trans.) (1984), pp. 620-621. Uddyotakara's opponent 

states that, 'by urging that "denial is not possible, as it cannot be connected 
with any of the three points of time," you admit (the force of our argument and 
contention) that "as they cannot be connected with any of the three points of 
time, perception and the rest cannot be regarded as pramii1Ja."' This is 
essentially the fallacy of previous acceptance, of which Nagarjuna, in the Vaid 
and VaidC, accuses the Naiyayika. Uddyotakara responds that, 'This does not 
affect our position, we reply; as all that we niean by urging this argument is to 
show that your view involves a self-contradiction on your part; what we are 
urging is that you are open to the charge that the reasoning that you have put 
forward goes directly against your own view; and we do not admit the validity 
of that reasoning ... ' . I am strongly inclined to agree with Uddyotakara here. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Further Arguments in the 
VaidalyaprakaraiJ.a 

At Vaid/VaidC 18-20 Nagarjuna presents three further arguments 
intended to refute the Nyaya pramiit:~a theory. I shall, in the present 
chapter, examine these arguments, and attempt to evaluate them. 
(A task which, I might add, is not aided by the laconic and obscure 
nature of Nagarjuna's presentation of his points). 

The Analysis of the Perception of a Pot 

At Vaid/VaidC 17, the Naiyayika opponent argues that the 
pramiit:~a apprehends the prameya, and this is · attested by the 
confirmatory behaviour of the prameya. This is, then, a statement 
of the Nyaya pramiit:~a theory, according to which the pramiit:~a 
ascertains the prameya as it exists independently ofthe mind. That 
the pramiit:~a is a pramat:~a, i.e. that the pramiit:~a does actually 
apprehend its object as it exists independently of the mind, is 
demonstrated when the object is found to behave in accordance 
with the nature of the object as cognized by the pramiit:~a. 

Nagarjuna responds, at Vaid/VaidC 18, that although (kyang) 
the pramiit:~a-s might exist, the object of knowledge (prameya) 
cannot be admitted ('thad pa ma yin). He then says that if the 
pramiit:~a-s existed (tshad ma rnams ni grub na), there would have 
to be an object of knowledge! Nagarjuna's point appears to be that, 
given that the object of knowledge cannot be admitted, therefore 
there are no knowledge-episodes. That is, even if one were to admit 
the existence of pramiit:~a-s,. their corresponding prameya-s could 
not occur. Thus, in fact, there. are no pramiit:~a-s. I think that what 
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Nagarjuna means is that there is no mind-independent object of 
knowledge, i.e. no object of knowledge with svabhava, and thus it 
is wrong to claim, as do the Naiyayikas, that there are knowledge­
episodes which mirror a mind-independent state of affairs. But how 
does N agarj una justify . his position? 

Nagarjuna gives the example of the perception (mngon sum) of 
the pot (bum pa) . Nagarjuna does not deny that there is a 
perception of a· pot. However, the perception of the pot is ' not, 
according to Nagarjuna, a perception of a mind-independent entity. 
What are initially perceived, he claims, are the various sense-objects 
(don). They are apprehended by means of their corresponding 
sense-organs (dbang po). Thus, for example, the sight sense-organ 
(mig gi dbang po) perceives the colour sense-object. Furthermore, 
this perception of the colour sense-object itself depends on 
conditions (rkyen Ia ltos pa), such as light (snang ba). Redness, 
for example, is only perceived if there is light by means of which the 
sense-organ can apprehend it. (Nagarjuna's point here seems to be 
that the perception of a sense-object requires further conditions in 
addition to the sense-organ and the sense-object). 

Nagarjuna seems to be making a distinction between two types 
or stages of perception. First, there is the perception of various 
sense-objects, such as colour, by means of the respective sense­
organs (along with certain other conditions (such as light, in the 
case of vison)). Second, there is the perception of the pot. This 
second stage is a construction by the mind on the basis of the 
perception of the sense-objects. The entity 'pot' is a name/concept 
which is attributed by the mind on the basis of the perception of 
various sense-objects, such as colour. Thus, the knowledge-episode 
of the pot does not mirror a mind-independent state of affairs. The 
same is true, Nagarjuna says, about inferences, comparisons and 
verbal testimony about the pot. They will, like the perception of the 
pot, be inferences, comparisons, and verbal testimonies about a pot 
which is conceptually constructed on the basis of sense-objects. 

Nagarjuna appears here to be re-stating the basic Abhidharma 
position. What is initially apprehended are various aggregations of 
rupadharma-s. For example, aggregations of colour dharma-s, 
aggregations of tactile dharma-s, etc. These rupadharma-s are 
apprehended by their respective sense-organs, which produce the 
corresponding sense-consciousness. An aggregation of colour 
dharma-s, for example, is apprehended by a visual sense-organ, 
which produces a visual sense-consciOusness. An aggregation of 
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sound dharma-s is apprehended by a hearing organ, which 
produces an instance of auditory consciousness. And so on. 

The sense-organs and their respective objects are called the 
twelve ayatana-s (visual organ and colour (and, according to some, 
shape)/ hearing organ and sound, nasal organ and smell, taste 
organ and taste, touch organ and touch, and mental organ and 
mental objects), whereas these twelve ayatana-s together with their 
six corresponding consciousnesses (visual consciousness, auditory 
consciousness, olfactory consciousness, gustatory consciousness, 
tactile consciousness, and mental consciousness) are named the 
eighteen dhatu-s. 2 

The Abhidharma position states that perceptions of the mind­
independent world are perceptions of aggregations of atomic 
particles. Thus, there is a mind-independent world, but it is not the 
world of pots, mountains, and trees which one ordinarily 
experiences. Rather, it is the world of imperceptible atomic 
particles which, in aggregation, may be perceived as colours, 
sounds, smells, etc. The perceived world of tables, mountains, and 
trees, etc is constructed by the mind on the b~sis of the 
apprehended aggregations of dharma-s. 3 

Thus, the pot is not an object of knowledge in the sense in which 
the Naiyayikas use the term 'object of knowledge'. That is, it is not 
an entity which exists mind-independently. Consequently, there can 
not be a knowledge-episode of it, if one means by a knowledge­
episode, as do the Naiyayikas, a mirroring of a mind-independent 
state of affairs. 

(The Naiyayika will of course object to this explanation. For 
him the mind-independent world is a much richer place than that 
envisaged by the Abhidharmika. The mind-independent world 
includes, not only atomic particles which cluster together (which, 
the Naiyayika does, however, accept) but also the whole entities 
(avayavin), which are not just concepts/names attributed by the 
mind to the aggregates of parts (desa) . Pots, mountains and trees do 
exist mind-independently. They are said to exist in their parts 
through the relation of inherence (samaviiya). Consequently, a 
perception of a pot, for example, is a perception of a mind­
independent entity. And because the pot inheres in its parts, one 
may have a perception of the whole entity 'pot' simply by 
perceiving a part of the pot. 4 ) 

One would expect here, I think, that Nagarjuna would make the 
further point that even the Abhidharma dharma-s, which form in 
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aggregation the sense-objects, are themselves conceptually con­
structed. In this case - not only would knowledge-episodes of 
ordinary entities, such as pots, not mirror a mind-independent 
reality but also - there would be no mind-independent reality at all 
upon which such knowledge-episodes are based. One cannot have 
knowledge-episodes which apprehend a mind-independent reality 
even in the case of the sense-objects out of which pots, etc are 
conceptually constructed. The sense-objects themselves are 
prajiiaptisat. This is a point which is made explicitly at $S 52-
54, where Nagarjuna argues that the iiyatana-s (the sense-organs 
and their objects) are themselves empty (stong pa). That is, they are 
empty of svabhava, which is to say that they are prajiiaptisat. It 
seems surprising to me that Nagarjuna, here in the VaidiVaidC, 
does not make a similar point. As his argument stands, it appears to 
be an explication of Abhidharma position, and it does not (clearly, 
at any rate) take the furthei: distinctively Madhyamika step of 
denying even the svabhava of the sense-objects themselves. 
(Nagarjuna's argument is very obscure, however. One cannot be 
sure of what point he intends to make). 

Refutation of the pramatJa as a Cognition which 
Corresponds to the Object as prameya 

At VaidC 19, the Naiyayika opponent asserts once again his realist 
thesis. The prameya is the object, such as a pot, to which 
corresponds a cognition (blo= buddhi), e.g. the perception of the 
pot, which is the pramii1;1a. The point is, it would appear, that a 
knowledge-episode is a mental mirroring .of the mind-independent 
state of affairs. The pot exists and is there to be contacted, as it 
were, by the cognition. Nagarjuna presents two arguments in 
refutation of this position. He argues that: ( 1) the object cognized is 
just a condition of the knowledge-episode, and (2) the cognition is 
a prameya, according to the Naiyayikas themselves. 

The Object Cognized is Just a Condition 
of the Knowledge-episode 

Nagarjuna writes, 

de rkyen du gyur pa nyid yin pa'i phyir shes pa ya11g ma yin 
zhing shes bya yang ma yin noll 
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Because the [pot] only occurs as a condition, it is neither the 
knowledge nor the object of knowledge. (Vaid 19) 

gang gi phyir dbang po dang don phrad pa las blo skye bar 
'dod pa de'i phyir bum pa ni rkyen du gyur pa nyid yin pa de'i 
phyir blo ni tshad ma ma yi11 Ia bum pa yang gzhal bya ma 
yin no/ 

Because it is accepted that the cognition [of the pot] arises as 
a result of the contact of the sense-organ and the object, 
therefore the pot only occurs as a condition [of the 
knowledge-episode]. Therefore, the cognition [of the pot] is 
not the knowledge-episode and the pot is not the object of 
knowledge. (VaidC 19). 

What does Nagarjuna mean when he states that the pot is a only 
a condition (rkyen) of the knowledge-episode? It would seem that 
he means that the pot is the object of the sense-organ. The sense-· 
organ and the pot are both required in order for a knowledge­
episode to occur. They · are both conditions required for the 
production of a knowledge-episode. Thus, the pot is only a 
necessary but not a sufficient condition for the occurrence of a 
knowledge-episode. But why should it follow from this that the pot 
is not the object of knowledge, and the cognition of the pot is not 
the knowledge-episode? I do not understand Nagarjuna's reason­
ing. (One is tempted, perhaps, to find a 'Kantian' sort of argument 
here. Because the sense-organ, as well as the· pot, is a condition for 
the possibility of knowledge, what is actually known is not the pot 
as it is in itself, but rather the pot as mediated by the sense-organ 
(and, ·indeed, the sense-consciousness). The pot as it is in itself is 
just a cause of the cognition, and lies behind the 'veil of ideas'. But 
this interpretation seems rather far-fetched). 

At any rate, it seems that Nagarjuna is being very inconsistent. 
As I have explained, at Vaid/VaidC 18 Nagarjuna says that the 
sense-organs apprehend the sense-objects, such as colour, smell, 
etc, on the basis of which the object, such as a pot, is conceptually 
constructed. Now, at Vaid/VaidC 19, Nagarjuna appears to say 
that the object which is contacted by the sense-organ is the pot. 
Therefore the pot is only one of the conditions (along with the 
sense-organ) which produces the knowledge-episode. But, surely, 
Nagarjuna should say,. rather, that the contact of the sense-organ 
with the sense-object (such as colour) is the condition in 
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dependence upon which the mind constructs the cognition of the 
pot. The pot is not a condition for the production of the 
knowledge-episode; it is, rather, the object of knowledge which 
occurs dependent upon conditions such as the contact of the sense­
organ and the sense-object, and the constructive activity of the 
mind. I suspect that Nagarjuna is guilty here of (very) confused 
thinking. (It is hard to know, however, exactly what Nagarjuna has 
in mind. His argument is so undeveloped that it is difficult 
confidently to make much philosophical sense of it). 

The Cognition is a prameya, According to the Naiyayikas 
Themselves 

Nagarjuna's final argument, at Vaid/VaidC 20, is that the 
Naiyayikas claim, at NS I, 1, 9, that cognitions (buddhi) are in 
fact a class of prameya-s. But the Naiyayikas also want to claim, 
Nagarjuna notes, that the prama1;1a is a cognition. How then can 
the cognition be both a prameya and a prama1;1a? Nagarjuna 
clearly means that the Naiyayikas are inconsistent in claiming that 
one thing, viz. a cognition (b/o), can be both a knowledge-episode 
and the object of knowledge. However, Nagarjuna's argument is 
obviously fallacious, and this is for two reasons: 

(i) It does not follow that, because prama1;1a-s are cognitions, all 
cognitions are prama1;1a-s. In fact, this is obviously not the case 
(according to the Naiyayikas themselves there are plenty of erroneous 
cognitions, cognitions characterized by doubt, etc. See chapter 6). 
Thus, cognitions which are not knowledge-episodes might become 
the object (prameya) of a knowledge-episode. For example, one may 
have the introspective 'knowledge-episode which apprehends, i.e. 
takes as its object of knowledge, an erroneous cognition. I might have 
the correct cognition of my erroneous cognition. I know that my 
cognition of the twelve-headed ogre in my back garden (for instance) 
is incorrect. There is no contradiction, then, in the claim that 
pramat;t4-s are cognitions, and that other non-prama1;1a cognitions 
might become the prameya-s of these prama1;1Q-s. 

(ii) It is true that it is · contradictory to assert that a cognition 
which is a prama1;1a might simultaneously be a prameya. However, 
there is no contradiction in ~he position (advanced by the 
Naiyayikas5

) which asserts that a cognition which is. a prama1;1a 
might become subsequently the prameya of another prama1;1a. This 
might occur when the. prama1;1a is itself validated. For then the 
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correct cognition itself becomes the object attested. There is a 
knowledge-episode of a knowledge-episode. 

Take, for example, my correct cognition of the pot.A subsequent 
correct cognition might take the correct cognition of the pot as its 
object (prameya). For example, as a result of validation, I might 
have the knowledge-episode that my earlier cognition of the pot 
was a knowledge-episode. I have a knowledge-episode of a 
knowledge-episode (which is thus, in this context, a prameya). 

So, Nagarjuna's claim that it is inconsistent to assert that 
prama7Ja-s and (some) prameya-s are both cognitions fails both 
because cognitions which are not prama7Ja-s can be prameya-s, and 
because cognitions which are prama1Ja-s can be prameya-s of 
subsequent prama7Ja-s. There is thus no contradiction in the 
Naiyayika assertion that prama7:ta-s are cognitions, and that one 
class of prameya-s is cognitions. 

Nagarjuna's argument is, then, fallacious. As we have seen, the 
employment of fallacious reasoning is, in fact, a pervasive 
characteristic of Nagarjuna's critique of the prama7Ja theory in 
the Vaid/VaidC. One often gets the impression that the critique in 
the Vaid/VaidC is designed, not to establish the truth, but to defeat 
opponents by whatever means, fair or foul (i.e., in Nyaya terms, 
Nagarjuna is engaging in jalpa6

). Either that or its author was a 
very poor logician! Many of the arguments which Nagarjuna uses 
for the pulverization (vaida/ya) of the Nyaya categories of prama7Ja 
and prameya are themselves easily obliterated. Nagarjuna engages 
in what appears to be shameless sophistry, but I think that in 
identifying the fallacies which he commits some light is thrown on 
the philosophical issues at stake. 

Notes 

The Vaibhii~ika Abhidharma claims that the visual organ apprehends both 
colour and shape. The Sautriintikas and Theraviidins, by contrast, say that the 
visual organ apprehends only colour. Shape or figure (sa711sthana) has, 
according to the Sautriintikas, a conceptually constructed existence (pra;napti­
sat). This is because, otherwise, shape would be apprehended by both the visual 
and the tactile organ, which would violate the principle that each sense-organ 
has an exclusive objective domain. (For example, the visual organ .cannot 
apprehend a sound, the n'asal organ cannot apprehend a colour, etc). See AKBh 
IV, 3a-3c, Karunadasa (1967), pp. 49-52, Matilal (1986), pp. 250-254. 

2 For the dhatu-s and tiyatana-s see AKBh I. See also Karunadasa (1967), p. 34-55, 
Matilal (1986), p. 241. 
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3 See Williams (1981}, p. 238. Cox (1995}, pp. 138-139. 
4 See NS II, 1, 32. See also NSBh and NSV II, 1, 32, Jha (trans.) ( 1984}, pp. 697-

706, and Matilal (1986}, pp. 255-291. 
5 See NSBh II, 1, 16, jha (trans.} (1984}, pp. 632-633. 
6 On ;alpa, see See NS I, 2, 2. See also Potter (1977}, p. 208. 
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Conclusion 

l have answered the questions which I raised at the beginning of the 
introduction to this study of Nagarjuna's philosophy. 

Is Nagarjuna a sceptic? Despite some striking formal parallels 
between Nagarjuna's arguments and the arguments of the classical 
sceptics, Nagarjuna is not~ sceptic. Whereas the sceptic claims not to 
have knowledge, Nagarjuna emphatically says that he has knowledge 
of emptiness (sunyata), i.e. the absence of svabhava of entities. In 
what sense is knowledge of the ultimate truth (paramarthasatya) or 
reality (tattva) non-conceptual for Nagarjuna? I have investigated 
and assessed in detail two interpretations. Non-conceptual knowl­
edge might be, for Nagarjuna, (1) a trans-rational gnosis of an 
unconceptualizable reality or (2) a focussed, not explictly conceptual, 
meditative knowledge by .acquaintance (as opposed to a merely 
theoretical knowledge) of a conceptua1izable reality (the emptiness, 
i.e. the absence of svabhava, of entities). I have favoured the latter 
interpretation as perhaps closer to Nagarjuna's intentions, though I 
found that both interpretations entail serious philosophical problems . . 
Does Nagarjuna's understanding of the ultimate truth/reality as 
emptiness (sunyata) condemn him to nihilism? Understood in t\le 
Abhidharma context in which Nagarjuna was functioning, Nagarju­
na's philosophy of emptiness, i.e. universal absence of svabhava, 
probably does entail nihilism, despite Nag~rjuria's claim to tread the 
Middle Path. These were the principal issues which I discussed at 
length in the first part of this study. 

In the second part of this study, I considered Nagarjuna's 
critiques, in the VVIVVC and the Vaid!VaidC, of the Nyaya theory 

209 



Emptiness Appraised 

of knowledge (pramii1:1a). What is the Nyaya pramii1:1a theory 
which Nagarjuna attacks? I have explained in some detail the main 
features of this pramii1:1a theory. The Nyaya pramii1:1a theory is, 
most fundamentally, a form of philosophical realism, according to 
which knowledge is the cqrrect apprehension of mind-independent 
objects. What is the precise purpose of Nagarjuna's critiques? 
Nagarjuna's critiques are intended to refute this Nyaya realism. 
According to Nagarjuna, there can be no knowledge (pramii1:1a) of 
mind-independent entities, because .there are no mind-independent 
entities. Are Nagarjuna's criticisms successful, from a philosophical 
perspective? I think that I must answer with a definite 'no'. 
Nagarjuna's arguments certainly fail to establish that there are no 
mind-independent entities and that there can be no knowledge of 
mind-independent entities. 

* * * 
It is not uncommon for Buddhists, particularly perhaps those 
Buddhists influenced by Madhyamaka, to quote the scriptural 
passage to the effect that Buddhist teaching must be tested by 
reason, i.e. it must be analyzed, like gold is tested by melting, 
cutting, and polishing. Buddhist teaching should not be accepted 
out of devotion or respect. 1 

The present study of Nagarjuna's has been an attempt to 
conduct such a test with regard to Nagarjuna's thought, at least. I 
have attempted an appraisal of Nagarjuna's philosophy of 
emptiness. The results of this test have not been entirely 
complimentary to Nagarjuna. Nagarjuna's reasoning is very often 
flawed, and the basic philosophical position which underlies his 
thinking - namely, that all entities lack svabhava=have concep­
tually constructed existence (prajftaptisat) - seems to me to be 
untenable. 

This is certainly not to say, I must stress, that Buddhism as a 
whole is flawed. Nagarjuna's philosophy represents only one 
among many Buddhist expressions of how things really are. 
Perhaps, then, there are more satisfactory explanations given by 
other Buddhist thinkers. I must also add that I do not think that 
anything which I have said in this critical study disproves what I 
consider to be basic Buddhist teachings, such as dependent 
origination, the four noble truths, the eightfold path, the teaching 
of the importance of compassion, etc. Whad have perhaps proved, 
however, is that Nagarjuna's philosophy of emptiness, despite his 
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claims to the contrary, is incompatible with these basic Buddhist 
teachings. If everything is empty the Buddhist path would be 
destroyed (regardless of Nagarjuna's protestations). But the 
problem lies, not with the basic Buddhist. teachings, but with 
Nagarjuna's philosophy of emptiness. 

Nevertheless, as I hope that this book has made clear, study of 
Nagarjuna's thought raises important philosophical questions -
about the way things really are, and the nature of knowledge­
claims about the way things really are. His thinking has certainly 
provided the present author with an opportunity to reflect on, and 
grapple with, these issues. In my opinion, Nagarjuna does not 
provide a convincing answer to the question 'how are things 
actually?' but critical engagement with his thought does seem to 
lead one to a deeper questioning. From a philosopher's perspective, 
at any rate, this is salutary. In the final analysis, Nagarjuna's 
philosophy may not pass the test of reason, but it is certainly not 
fool's gold. 

Notes 

For a translation of this passage see Lopez (1988), p. 5. Lopez (1988), p. 10 says 
t~at this passage is cited by Tsong kha pa in his Drang nges legs bshad snying 
po, and that R. Thurman has found it quoted also in Siintarak~ita's 
Tattvasa'tfgraha. The quote appears to be from the ]iiiJnasiirasamuccaya. See 
Nagao (1991), p. 237. Williams (1991), p. 511 says thatthe present Dalai Lama 
is fond of quoting this passage. 
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Some Further Refl.ections 
on Svabhii.va in Indian 

Madhyamaka 

I have explained in chapter 4 that for Nagarjuna svabhava is 
uncreated (akrtrima) and independent of another (nirapek~al? 
paratra). I have also said that Nagarjuna claims that all entities 
lack, i.e. are empty of, svabhava. I. have argued that, seen in the 
context of Abhidharma philosophy, this denial · of svabhava must 
m~an, not just that all entities dependently originate but also, that 
all entities are pra;naptisat. That is to say, no entity exists 
independent of/uncreated by conceptual construction. 

Candrakirti's Claim that the Actual svabhiiva of Entities is 
Their Lack of svabhiiva 

The . Madhyamika reflections on the notion of svabhava are 
actually more complex, however. According to Candrakirti, for 
example, although in the sense which I have just explained all 
entities lack svabhava, there is another special sense in which 
entities actually have svabhava. 

At PP 264-265 Candrakirti comments on Nagarjuna's statement, 
at MMK XV 2c-d, that svabhava is uncreated and independent of 
another. Candrakirti takes this statement as an affirmation that there 
is such an uncreated and independent nature of entities. Candrakirti 
describes this actual svabhava of entities as having 'the state of not 
changing' (avikaritva) and as 'invari:lbleness always' (sadaiva 
sthayita). This actual svabhava of entities is, in other words, what 
invariably is truly the case about all entities. It is thus uncreated or 
unfabricated in the specific sense that it is the true/actual nature of 
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entities, and it is independent in the specific sense that it is the true 
nature of all entities, irrespective of circumstances. Candrakirti 
equates this svabhiiva with the dharmatii, svarupa, prakrti, and 
tathatii. But what is this uncreated, independent true nature of all 
entities? It is, Candrakirti says, sunyatii, which is the state of 
absence of svabhiiva (nail;svabhiivya). Emptiness- i.e. the absence 
of existence independent of conceptual construction - without 
exception/independent of circumstances characterizes entities as 
their ultimate truth. In this special sense this emptiness may be 
called the svabhiiva of entities. 

Candrakirti makes this same point in a particularly succinct 
fashion in YSV 25, where he declares that 'the svabhiiva of entities it 
the absence of svabhiiva' (dngos po'i rang bzhin ni ngo bo nyid med 
pa yin). As Williams1 'points out, the Tibetan translators have here 
attempted to make a distinction between svabhiiva as: (i) 'inherent 
existence' or 'own being' (i.e. more-than-conceptually COQstructed 
existence) - translated as ngo bo nyid- which entities do not have, 
and (ii). 'true/actual nature' - translated as rang bzhin, - which entities 
do have. Thus the rang bzhin of entities is their lack of ngo bo nyid. 

Adumbrations of Candrakirti's View in Nagarjuna's Writings 

Candrakirti does not present his interpretation of svabhiiva here as 
an innovation. He seems to think that Nagarjuna himself accepts 
that entities' absence of svabhiiva is the actual svabhiiva of entities. 
This is, Candrakirti appears to think, the intended meaning of the 
statement describing svabhiiva at MMK XV, 2c-d. 

However, Nagarjuna does not say here (at MMK XV, 2c-d) that 
he accepts that anything exists which satisfies his description of 
svabhava. And, in fact, there are many passages in texts reliably 
attributed to him in which he simply denies that there is any 
svabhava of entities. In other words, Nagarjuna usually seems to 
claim that there is nothing which satisfies his definition of 
svabhiiva.2 The category 'entities with svabhiiva' would appear 
to be simply an empty set for Nagarjuna. He at no point clearly 
takes the position that the absence of svabhiiva is the actual 

. svabhava of entities. It appears, then, that Candrakirti is not simply 
a faithful commtntator in this regard. There is perhaps an element 
of innovation in his explanation of Nagarjuna's text. (Unless, of 
course, Candrakirti was party to no longer extant Madhyamika 
texts or an oral tradition about this matter).3 
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I have, however, located four passages in texts attributed to 
Nagarjuna which might imply that the actual svabhiiva of entities 
is their lack of svabhiiva. I shall consider them in turn. 

(1) Nagarjuna says, at MMK XVIIl, 7c-d that the dharmatii (like 
nirVii1Ja) is without origination (anutpannii) and without cessation 
(aniruddhii). In his commentary on this verse, Candrakirti says that 
this dharmatii is the svabhava of dharma-s. 4 As I have explained, 
for Candrakirti the actual svabhiiva 'of dharma-s, and hence of 
entities in general, is their absence of svabhiiva. It does seem 
reasonable to infer, as Candrakirti has done, that the dharmatii is 
sunyatii, i.e. the absence of svabhiiva in entities. The absence of 
svabhiiva does not originate or cease, i.e. it is what is always truly 
the case aboutentities. Nevertheless, Nagarjuna does not actually 
state either that the dharmatii is sunyatii, i.e. the absence of 
svabhava of entities, or that the dharmatii is the svabhava of 
entities. Candrakirti's extrapolation from MMK XVIII 7c-d seems 
quite sensible, but this do,es not necessarily mean that it is an 
extrapolation made by Nagarjuna himself. 

(2) In the Y$, Nagarjuna states that: 

biilii rajyanti rupe$u vairiigyatrZ yiinti madhyamaf;l 
svabhiivajiiii vimucyante rupasyottamabuddhayaf;/1 

Fools are attracted to forms, the middling reach freedom 
from 'all worldly desires. Those with the best intellects, 
knowing the svabhava of form, are liberated. (Y$ 55). 

The idea here might be; then, that those with i:he best intellects, 
i.e. the iiryan-s, know that the svabhiiva, i.e. the invariable true 
nature, of form (rupa) is its lack of svabhiiva, i.e. its conceptually 
constructed existence. It is this knowledge which liberates them 
from satrZsiira. Candrakirti certainly thinks so, for his commentary 
on this verse states that: 

gang dag gzugs kyang ngo bo nyid kyis med del gzugs brnyan 
bzhin du khong du chud pa de dag ni gzugs Ia sogs pa'i mam 
par rtog pa rnams las gdon mi za bar/ gzugs kyi rang bzhin 
shes pa yil b/o mchog rnams ni rnam par gro/11 

Also, whoever comprehends that form is without svabhava, 
like a reflection, they, the best intellects who know the 
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svabhava of form, are liberated undoubtedly as a result of the 
understanding of form, etc. (Y$V 55). 

Note the addition of the 'etcetera' (Ia sags pa). Candni.kirti 
clearly thinks that Nagarjuna intends that form (rupa) here is 
merely illustrative. In fact, it is by knowing the svabhava (which is 
the absence of svabhava) of all entities, and not just form, that 
those with the best intellects are liberated. 

It is evident, I think, that Candrakirti has explored the 
implications of Nagarjuna's statement here quite convincingly. 
Nevertheless, this does not mean that Nagarjuna himself was 
necessarily aware of these implications. Nagarjuna simply says, 
after all, that liberation is by means of knowing the svabhava of 
form. One might protest that the implications which Candrakirti 
states are obvious. However, one should not assume that what 
seems obvious was in fact obvious to Nagarjuna. There is, after all, 
no evidence here to suggest that Nagarjuna had thought the matter 
through. Candrakirti is, then, cleverly developing the implications 
of Nagarjuna's statement, implications of which Nagarjuna himself 
might or might not have been aware. 

(3) In the MMK, Nagarjuna writes that, 

tathagato yatsvabhavastatsvabhavamidarrz jagat/ 
tathagato nil?svabhavo nil?svabhavamidal?t jagat/1 

That which is the svabhava of the tathagata is the svabhava 
of this world. 
The svabhava of the tathagata does not exist. The svabhava 
of this world does not exist. (MMK XXII, 16.) 

Nagarjuna does not actually say here that: 
(a) the svabhava of the tathagata is his absence of svabhava. 
(b) because the svabhava of the tathiigata is the svabhava of the 

world, therefore the svabhiiva of the world is its absence of svabhiiva. 
However, one is certainly tempted to make this interpretation of 

the text. 

(4) In the AS, Nagarjuna states: 

hetupratyayasarrzbhata paratantra ca sarrzvrtil?/ 
paratcmtra iti proktal? paramarthastvakrtrimal?/1 
s!Jabhaval? prakrtistattllarrz dravyarrz vastu sadityapil 
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Convention arises from causes and conditions and is dependent. 
The dependent is thus proclaimed [by the Buddha]. 
But the ultimate is uncreated. 
Also it is called, svabhava, nature, reality, substance, essence, 
[and] true being. (AS 44-45b) 

Clearly convention (sarttvrti), which is dependently originating, 
is here contrasted with the ultimate (paramartha), which is 
uncreated. It seems that a list of synonyms, including 'svabhava', 
is given for paramiirthd. It is difficult to know, however, quite what 
Nagarjuna has in mind. Does he mean that the ultimate - i.e. the 
svabhava, prakrti, etc - is the absence of svabhava of entities? Is 
the ultimate 'uncreated' in the sense that it is the true (i.e. 
unfabricated) nature of all the dependently originating conven­
tions, i.e. the entire conceptually constructed world? This is 
certainly a plausible inference to make, especially given that many 
other passages of the AS assert the absence of svabhava of entities. 

This interpretation is strongly supported by the following 
passage: 

yai? pratftyasamutpadal? sunyata saiva te mata/ 
tathavidhasca saddharmastatsamasca tathagatal?/1 
tattattvartt paramartho 'pi tathatii dravyami?yate/ 
bhutartt tadavisarttviidi tadbodhadbuddha ucyate/1 

Dependent origination is just what you [i.e. the Buddha] 
understand to be emptiness, and so too is the true doctrine, 
and identical to that is the tathagata. 
That is regarded [by you to be] the truth, and the ultimate, 
sucnness [i.e. the true nature of things], the substance [of 
things]. 
That is the incontrovertible truth. 
On account of [one's] knowing that, a Buddha is proclaimed. 
(AS 40-41). 

Here, Nagarjuna says that dependent origination is what is 
·meant by emptiness. This <>tatement arguably implies that empti­
ness is the absence of a nature which is independent (of conceptual 
construction). That is, because entities originate in dep~ndence 
upon the mind, therefore they are empty of svabhava. Nagarjuna 
describes this emptiness as, among other things, the paramartha 
and the dravya of entities. Thus, one might argue: 
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(a) the paramartha and the dravya are emptiness. 
(b) emptiness, the lack of svabhava of entities, is the entities' 

absence of a nature independent of conceptual construction. 
(c) svabhava is given in AS 44-45b as a synonym of paramartha 

and dravya, therefore, 
(d) the actual svabhava of entities is emptiness, i.e. the absence of 

svabhava of entities. 

Again, a reasonable infe.rence, but one which Nagarjuna himself 
does not make in the text. 

A gzhan stong Interpretation of AS 44-45b 

There is an alternative reading of AS 44-45b. It is sometimes said in 
the Tibetan Jo nang pa school, which advocates a gzhan stong ('other 
empty') interpretation of emptiness, that Nagarjuna's highest 
teaching, the so-called 'Great Madhyamaka', can be found in the 
collection of his verses of praise (bstod tshogs), which includes the 
AS.5 These verses of praise are said to communicate that there is an 
Ultimate Reality which is immutable. This Ultimate Reality is not 
itself empty of, i.e. it does not lack, svabhava. The Ultimate Reality is 
empty only in the quite different sense . that it is devoid of what is 
other (gzhan) than it, viz. the dependently originating, conceptually 
constructed world. 6 According to this interpretation, then, the 
quoted passage from the AS does not mean that the svabhava, i.e. 
the invariable true nature, of entities is their lack of svabhava. Rather, 
it communicates that there is an ultimate (paramartha), an Ultimate 
Reality, which, by contrast with the conditioned (sarrzskrta) world, 
has a more-than-conceptually constructed existence (dravyasat) and 
is permanent. This would then be a very different Madhyamika 
attitude to svabhava than I have so far considered. 

However, I suspect that such a gzhan stong int~rpretation of the 
term 'svabhava.', if applied to AS 44-45b, does not pay sufficient 
attention to the text as a whole in which the passage in question is 
embedded. The AS is replete with declarations that entities lack 
svabhava. It seems, in fact, to be the main message of the text. 
Thus, in the opening verse (AS 1), Nagarjuna makes obeisance to 
the Buddha who, he says, spoke of the absence of svabhava of 
dependently originating entities. 7 He does not say that he makes 
obeisance to the Buddha for speaking of an Ultimate Reality which 
exists permanently and with svabhava! 
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Of course, the gzhan stong interpreter might still object that it is 
· not contradictory for Nagarjuna to teach in most verses of the AS 

that dependently originating entities lack svabhiiva, and also, at AS 
44-45b, that there is an Ultimate Reality which is empty of such 
dependently originating entities. However, one wonders how this 
gzhan stong interpretation ofAS 44-45b might be reconciled with, 
for example, die following verse: 

etattat paramatrZ tattvatrZ nil;svabhaviirthade§anii/ 
bhavagrahagrhitiiniitrZ cikitseyamanuttarii/1 

This is the ultimate truth8
: The teaching that objects are 

without svabhiiva. 
This is the best medicine for those trapped through grasping 
at entities. (AS 52). 

Here Nagiirjuna does not say only that dependently originating 
entities are without svabhava. He says that the teaching (desana) of 
this absence of svabhiiva is the ultimate truth (paramatrZ tattvam). 
He does not say that the ultimate truth is that there is an Ultimate 
Reality which, by contrast with dependently originating entities, 
has svabhava. And surely, if the ultimate truth were for Niigarjuna 
that there is an Ultimate Reality, existing with svabhava - i.e. an 
Ultimate Reality which is dravyasat and permanent - then 
Niigiirjuna would not declare that the ultimate truth is simply that 
entities lack svabhava. Surely Niigiirjuna would be clearer than this 
about such an important point. Surely he would at least say that 
the ultimate truth is that entities (other than the Ultimate Reality) 
lack svabhiiva, and that there is an Ultimate Reality, existing with 
svabhiiva. It seems, then, that a gzhan stong interpretation of 
Niigiirjuna's assertion of svabhiiva at AS 44-45b is rather 
implausible. 

Notes 

1 Williams (1992a), p. 34. 
2 MMK XXIV is replete with references to the absence of svabhava of entities. See 

also MMK XIII, 3, Y$ 19, SS 3, 12, 16, 35. 
3 Note, however, that Bhavaviveka also says that his position (phyogs) is that the 

svabhiiva (ngo bo nyid) of dharma-s (chos rnams) is their emptiness of svabhava 
(ngo bo nyid stong pa nyid) . See Tjv (96, 28, 1-1) (Iida (1980), p. 88). It might 
be that the origin of the idea is to be found in the Pra;napiiramitii sutra-s. In the 
A$tasiihasrikii Pra;napiiramitii, probably an early sutra of this genre (see 
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Williams (1989a), pp. 41-41), it is declared that the prakrti (which might be a 
synonym for svabhava) of dharma-s is their lack of prakrti, and their lack of 
prakrti is their prakrti. (ya ca prakrti/J saprakrtiiJ, ya caprakrtiiJ sarvadharma­
IJam ... ).Quoted in Bhattacharya (1978), pp. 113-114. 

4 See PP 364. 
5 See Williams (1989a) pp. 107-108 and Hookham (1991), pp. 81, 154-155.lt 

should be noted, however, that the gzhan stong interpretation of Nagarjuna 
relies primarily, not on the AS, but on the Dharmadhatustava, which is extant 
in Tibetan ancf Chinese. Lindtner (1981), p. 17 says, however, that this ·work is 
probably not actually by Nagarjuna. Lindtner argues that it would be a 'glaring 
inconsistency' for Nagarjuna to assert, as the ultimate truth, the 'positive 
ontology' which is found in the DS. Nevertheless, Lindtner contends, one 
cannot rule out the possiblity that this work is written by Nagarjuna from a 
conventional or non-definitive (neyartha) perspective. In other words, 
Niigarjuna 111ight have written the DS for those without the s.piritual maturity 
to hear the highest truth, i.e. the universal emptiness (absence of svabhava) of 
entities: However, a gzhan stong interpretation would argue the exact opposite. 
The works written from a conventional or non-definitive perspective are the 
MMK, etc, which teach universal absence of svabhava, whereas the '•positive 
ontology' of the DS is the highest truth, i.e. the definitive (nitartha) teaching. 
One thing is certain here. One cannot argue simply that the DS is not by 
Nagarjuna becaus~ it contains apparent gzhan stong-type teachings. This would 
be, of course, to beg the question. 

6 Versions of this gzhan stong position appear to be advocated by, for example, 
Dol po pa Shes rab rgyal mtshan (1292-1361) and also Mi bskyod rdo rje 
(1507-1554). More recent proponents have included members of the ris med 
movement. See Hook ham ( 1991 ), p. 4, 53 and Cabez6n (1992), p. 6, 414, 508. 
One should note, however, that this reading of Niigarjuna's verses of praise is 
influenced by the tathagatagarbha doctrine of the Ratnagotravibhaga, etc. 
Tathagatagarbha influenced slitra-s undeniably sometimes refer to a permanent 
Ultimate Reality, e.g. the dharmakaya, which is concealed by the adventitious 
defilements of thl' unenlightened . person. (Of course, the interpretative issue 
becomes whether or not to take these references literally. See. Ruegg ( 1989), 
pp. 16-18). Even the earliest of the tathagatagarbha siUra-s probably post-dates 
Nagarjuna. See Williams (1989a), p. 96-109. 

7 AS 1, 'I make obcilllance to him whose knowledge is unequalled, who is 
inconceivable, incomparable, who spoke of the absence of svabhava of 
dependently-born entiti~s.' (pratityajanarr' bhavanarr1 nai/Jsvabhaliyarrz jagada 
ya/J/ tar,~ namamyasamaj11tinamacintyamanidarsanam//). 

8 'Tattva' is often best translated by 'reality'. However, in this context the 
appropriate translation seems to be 'truth', given that it is a teaching (de§ana) 
(rather than the reality to which the teaching refers) which is described as 
(parama111 ) tattvam. 
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